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MAX ALLAN COLLINS 

(b 1948) 


The Strawberry Teardrop 
(Nate Heller) 


In a garbage dump on East Ninth near Shore Street Drive, in 
Cleveland, Ohio, on August 17, 1938, a woman's body was 
discovered by a cop walking his morning beat. 

I got there before anything much had been moved. Not that I 
was a plainclothes dick-I used to be, but not in Cleveland; I was just 
along for the ride. I'd been sitting in the office of Cleveland's Public 
Safety Director, having coffee, when the call came through. The 
Safety Director was in charge of both the police and fire department, 
and one would think that a routine murder wouldn't rate a call to 
such a high muckey-muck. 

One would be wrong. 

Because this was tire latest in a series of any thing-but-routine, 
brutal murders-the unlucky thirteenth, to be exact, not that the 
thirteenth victim would seem any more unlucky than the preceding 
twelve. The so-called "Mad Butcher of Kingsbury Run" had been 
exercising his ghastly an sporadically since the fall of '35, in 
Cleveland-or so I understood. I was an out-of-towner, myself. 

So was the woman. 

Or she used to be, before she became so many dismembered 
parts flung across this rock-and-garbage strewn dump. Her nude 
torso was slashed and the blood, splashed here, streaked there, 
was turning dark, almost black, though the sun caught scarlet glints 
and tossed them at us. Her head was gone, but maybe it would turn 
up. The Butcher wasn't known for that, though. The twelve 
preceding victims had been found headless, and had stayed that 
way. Somewhere in Cleveland, perhaps, a guy had a collection in 
his attic. In this weather it wouldn't smell too nice. 

It's not a good sign when the Medical Examiner gets sick; and 
the half dozen cops, and the police photographer, were looking 
green around the gills themselves. Only my friend, the Safety 
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Director, seemed in no danger of losing his breakfast. He was a 
ruddy-cheeked six-footer in a coat and tie and vest, despite the heat; 
hatless, his hair brushed back and pomaded, he still seemed-years 
after I'd met him-boyish. And he was only in his mid-thirties, just a 
few years older than me. 

I'd methim in Chicago, seven or eightyears ago, when I wasn't 
yet president (and everything else) of the A-l Detective Agency, but 
still a cop; and he was still a Prohibition Agent. Hell, the Prohibition 
agent. He'd considered me one of the more or less honest cops in 
Chicago-emphasis on the less, I guess-and 1 made a good contact 
for him, as a lot of the cops didn't like him much. Honesty doesn't 
go over real big in Chicago, you know. 

Eliot Ness said, "Despite the slashing, there's a certain skill 
displayed, here." 

"Yeah, right," I said. "A regular ballet dancer did this." 

"No, really," he said, and bent over the headless torso, pointing. 
He seemed to be pointing at the gathering flies, but he wasn't. 
"There's an unmistakable precision about this. Maybe even 
indicating surgical training." 

"Maybe," I said. "But I think the doctor lost this patient." 

He stood and glanced at me and smiled, just a little; he 
understood me; he knew my wise-guy remarks were just my way of 
holding onto my own breakfast. 

"You ought to come to Cleveland more often," he said. 

"You know how to show a guy a good time. I'll give you that, 
Eliot." 

He walked over and glanced at a forearm, which seemed to 
reach for an empty soap box, fingers stretched toward the Gold 
Dust twins. He knelt and studied it. 

I wasn't here on a vacation, by any means. Cleveland didn't 
strike me as a vacation city, even before I heard about the Butcher of 
Kingsbury Run (so called because a number of the bodies, including 
the first several, were found on that Cleveland street). This was 
strictly business. I was here trying to trace the missing daughter of 
a guy in Evanston who owned a dozen diners around Chicago. He 
was one of those self-made men who started out in the greasy kitchen 
of his own first diner, fifteen or so years ago; and now he had a 
fancy brick house in Evanston and plenty of money, considering 
the times. But not much else. His wife had died four or five years 
ago, of consumption; and his daughter-who he claimed to be a 
good girl and by all other accounts was pretty wild-had wandered 
off a few months ago, with a taxi dancer from the Northside named 
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Tony. 

Well, I'd found Tony in Toledo-he was doing a floor show in a 
roadhouse with a dark-haired girl named Fifi; he'd grown a little 
pencil mustache and they did an apache routine-he was calling 
himself Antoine now. And Tony/ Antoine said Ginger (which was 
the Evanston restaurateur's daughter's nickname) had taken up 
with somebody named Ray, who owned (get this) a diner in 
Cleveland. 

I'd gotten here yesterday, and had talked to Ray, and without 
tipping I was looking for her, asked where was the pretty waitress, 
the one called Ginger, I think her name is. Ray, a skinny balding 
guy of about thirty with a silver front tooth, leered and winked and 
made it obvious that not only was Ginger working as a waitress 
here, she was also a side dish, where Ray was concerned. Further 
casual conversation revealed that it was Ginger's night off-she was 
at the movies with some girlfriends-and she'd be in tomorrow, 
around five. 

I didn't push it further, figuring to catch up with her at the 
diner the next evening, after wasting a day seeing Cleveland and 
bothering my old friend Eliot. And now I was in a city dump with 
him, watching him study the severed forearm of a woman. 

"Look at this," Eliot said, pointing at the outstretched fingers of 
the hand. 

I went over to him and it. Not quickly, but I went over. "What, 
Eliot? Do you want to challenge my powers of deduction, or just 
make me sick?" 

"Just a lucky break," he said. "Most of the victims have gone 
unidentified; too mutilated. And a lot of 'em have been prostitutes 
or vagrants. But we've got a break, here. Two breaks, actually." 

He pointed to the hand's little finger. To the small gold filigree 
band with a green stone. 

"A nice specific piece of jewelry to try to trace," he said, with a 
dry smile. "And even better..." 

He pointed to a strawberry birthmark, the shape of a teardrop, 
just below the wrist. 

I took a close look; then stood. Put a hand on my stomach. 
Walked away and dropped to my knees and lost my breakfast. 

I felt Eliot's hand patting my back. 

"Nate," he said. ".What's the matter? You've seen homicides 
before.. .even grisly ones like this.. .brace up, boy." He eased me to 
my feet 

My tongue felt thick in my mouth, thick and restless. "What is 
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it?" he said. "I think I just found my client's daughter," I said. 

Both the strawberry birthmark and the filigree ring with the 
green stone had been part of my basic description of the girl, the 
photographs I had showed her to be a pretty but average-looking 
young woman-slim, brunette-who resembled every third girl you 
saw On the street. So I was counting on those two specifics to help 
me identify her. I hadn't counted on those specifics helping me in 
just this fashion. 

I sat in Eliot's inner office in the Cleveland city hall; the mayor's 
office was next door. We were having coffee with some rum in it- 
Eliot kept a bottle in a bottom drawer of his rolltop desk. I promised 
him not to tell Capone. 

"I think we should call the father," Eliot said. "Ask him to come 
and make the identification." 

I thought about it. "I'd like to argue with you, but I don't see 
how I can. Maybe if we waited till. . . Christ. Till the head turns 
up..." 

Eliot shrugged. "It isn't likely to. The ring and the birthmark 
are enough to warrant notifying the father." 

"I can make the call." 

"No. I'll let you talk to him when I'm done, but that’s something 
I should do." 

And he did. With quiet tact. After a few minutes he handed me 
the phone; if I'd thought him cold at the scene of the crime, I erased 
that thought when I saw the dampness in his gray eyes. 

"Is it my little girl?" the deep voice said, sounding tinny out of 
the phone. 

"I think so, Mr. Jensen. I'm afraid so." 

I could hear him weeping. 

Then he said: "Mr. Ness said her body was.. .dismembered. 
How can you say it's her? How.. .how cay you know if s her?" 

And I told him of the ring and the strawberry teardrop. 

"I should come there," he said. 

"Maybe that won't be necessary." I covered the phone. "Eliot, 
will my identification be enough?" 

He nodded. "We'll stretch it." 

I had to argue with Jensen, but finally he agreed for his 
daughter's remains to be shipped back via train; I said I'd contact a 
funeral home this afternoon, and accompany her home. 

I handed the phone to Eliot to hang up. 

We looked at each other and Eliot, not given to swearing, said, 
"I'd give ten years of my life to mil that butchering bastard." 
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"How long will your people need the body?" 

"I'll speak to the coroner's office. I'm sure we can send her 
home with you in a day or two. Where are you staying?" 

"The Stadium Hotel." 

"Not anymore. I've got an extra room for you. I'm a bachelor 
again, you know." 

We hadn't gotten into that yet; I'd always considered Eliot's 
marriage an ideal one, and was shocked a few months back to hear 
it had broken up. 

"I'm sorry, Eliot." 

"Me too. But I am seeing somebody. Someone you may remember; 
another Chicagoan." 

"Who?" 

"Evie MacMillan." 

"The fashion illustrator? Nice looking woman." 

Eliot smiled slyly. "You'll see her tonight, at the Country Club. 

.. but I'll arrange some female companionship for you. I don't want 
you cutting my time." 

"How can you say such a thing? Don't you trust me?" 

"I learned a long time ago," he said, turning to his desk full of 
paperwork, "not to trust Chicago cops-even ex-ones." 

Out on the Country Club terrace, the ten-piece band was playing 
Cole Porter and a balmy breeze from Lake Erie was playing with the 
women's hair. There were plenty of good-looking women, here- 
low-cut dresses, bare shoulders-and lots of men in evening clothes 
for them to dance with. But this was no party, and since some of the 
golfers were still here from late afternoon rounds, there were sports 
clothes and a few business suits (like mine) in the mix. Even some of 
the women were dressed casually, like the tall, slender blonde in 
pink shirt and pale green pleated skirt who sat down next to me at 
the little white metal table and asked me if I'd have a Bacardi with 
her. The smelled like a flower garden, and some of it was flowers, 
and some of it was her. 

"I'd be glad to buy you a Bacardi," I said, clumsily. 

"No," she said, touching my arm. She had eyes the color of 
jade. "You're a guest. I'll buy." 

Eliot was dancing with his girl Evie, an attractive brunette in 
her mid-thirties; she'd always struck me as intelligent but sad, 
somehow. They smiled over at me. 

The blonde in pink and pale green brought two Bacardis over, 
set one of them in front of me and smiled. "Yes," she said wickedly. 
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"You've been set up. I'm the girl Eliot promised you. But if you were 
hoping for somebody in an evening gown. I'm not it. I just had to get 
an extra nine holes in." 

"If you were looking for a guy in a tux," I said, "I'm notit. And 
I've never been on a golf course in my life. What else do we have in 
common?" 

She had a nicely wry smile, which continued as she sipped the 
Bacardi. "Eliot, I suppose. If I have a few more of these, l may tell 
you a secret." 

And after a few more, she did. 

And it was a whopper. 

“You're an undercover agent?" I said. A few sheets to the wind 
myself. 

"Shhhh," she said, finger poised uncertainly before pretty lips. 
"It's a secret. But I haven't been doing itmuch lately." 

"Haven't been doing what?" 

"Well, undercover work. And there's a double-entendre there 
that I'd rather you didn't go looking for." 

"I wouldn't think of looking under the covers for it." 

The band began playing a tango. 

I asked her how she got involved, working for Eliot. Which I 
didn't believe for a second, even in my cups. 

But it turned out to be true (as Eliot admitted to me when he 
came over to see how Vivian and I were getting along, when Vivian- 
which was her name, incidentally-went to the powder room with 
Evie). 

Vivian Chalmers was the daughter of a banker (a solvent one), 
a divorcee of thirty with no children and a lot of social pull. An 
expert trapshooter, golfer, tennis player and "all 'round 
sportswoman," with a sense of adventure. When Eliot called on her 
to case various of the gambling joints he planned to raid-as a 
socialite she could take a fling in any joint she chose, without raising 
any suspicion-she immediately said yes. And she'd been an active 
agent in the first few years of Eliot's ongoing battle against the so- 
called Mayfield Road Mob which controlled prostitution, gambling 
and the policy racket in the Cleveland environs. 

"But things have slowed down," she said, nostalgically. "Eliot 
has pretty much cleaned up the place, and, besides, he doesn't 
want to use me anymore." 

"An undercover agent can only be effective so long," I said. 
"Pretty soon the other side gets suspicious." 

She shrugged, with resigned frustration, and let me buy the 
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next round. 

We took a walk in the dark, around the golf course, and ended 
up sitting on a green. The breeze felt nice. The flag on the pin-13- 
flapped. 

“Thirteen," I said. 

“Huh?" 

"Victim thirteen." 

"Oh. Eliot told me about that. Your 'luck' today, finding your 
client's missing daughter. Damn shame." 

"Damn shame." 

"A shame, too, they haven't found the son-of-a-bitch." She was 
a little drunk, and so was I, but I was still shocked-well, amused-to 
hear a woman, particularly a "society" woman, speak that way. 

"It must grate on Eliot, too," I said. 

"Sure as hell docs. It's the only mote in his eye. He's a hero 
around these parts, and he's kicked the Mayfield Mob in the seat of 
tire pants, and done everything else from clean up a corrupt police 
department to throw labor racketeers in jail, to cut traffic deaths in 
half, to founding Boy's Town, to..." 

"You're not in love with the guy, are you?" 

She seemed taken aback for a minute, then her face wrinkled 
into a got-caught-with-my-pants-down grin. "Maybe a little. But 
he's got a girl." 

"I don't." 

"You might." 

She leaned forward. 

We kissed for a while, and she felt good in my arms; she was 
firm, almost muscular. But she smelled like flowers. And the sky 
was blue and scattered with stars above us, as we lay back on the 
golf-green to look up. It seemed like a nice world, at the moment. 

Hard to imagine it had a Butcher in it. 

I sat up talking with Eliot that night; he lived in a little converted 
boathouse on the lake. The furnishings were sparse, spartan; it was 
obvious his wife had taken most of the furniture with her and he'd 
had to all but start over. 

I told him I thought Vivian was a terrific girl. 

Leaning back in a comfy chair, feet on an ottoman, Eliot, tie 
loose around his neck, smiled in a melancholy way. "I thought 
you'd hit it off." 

"Did you have an affair with her?" 

He looked at me sharply; that was about as personal as I'd ever 
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got with him. 

He shook his head no, but I didn't quite buy it. 

"You knew Evie MacMillan in Chicago," I said. 

"Meaning what?" 

"Meaning nothing." 

"Meaning I knew her when I was still married." 

"Meaning nothing." 

"Nate, I'm sorry I'm not the Boy Scout you think I am." 

"Hey, so you've slept with girls before. I'll learn to live with it." 

There was a stone fireplace, in which some logs were trying to 
decide whether to burn any more or not; we watched them trying. 

"I love Evie, Nate. I'm going to marry her." 

" Congratulations." 

We could hear the lake out there; could smell it some, too. 

"I'd like that bastard's neck in my hands," Eliot said. 

"What?" 

"That Butcher. That goddamn Butcher." 

"What made you think of him?" 

"I don't know." 

"Eliot, if s been over three years since he first struck, and you 
still don't have anything?" 

"Nothing. A few months ago, last time he hit, we found some of 
the... body parts, bones and such... in a cardboard box in the Central 
Market area. There's a Hooverville over there, or what used to be a 
Hooverville... it's a shantytown, is more like it, genuine hobos as 
opposed to just good folks down on their luck. Most of the victims- 
before today-were either prostitutes or bums... and the bums from 
that shantytown were the Butcher's meat. So to speak." 

The fire crackled. 

Eliot continued: "I decided to make a clean sweep. I took twenty- 
five cops through there at one in the morning, and rousted out all 
the 'bo's and took 'em down and fingerprinted and questioned all 
of'em." 

"And it amounted to... ?" 

"It amounted to nothing. Except ridding Cleveland of that 
shantytown. I burned the place down that afternoon." 

"Comes in handy, having all those firemen working for you. 
But what about those poor bastards whose 'city' you burned down?" 

Sensing my disapproval, he glanced at me and gave me what 
tried to be a warm smile, but was justa weary one. "Nate, I turned 
them over to the Relief department, for relocation and, I hope, 
rehabilitation. But most of them were bums who just hopped a freight 
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out. And I did 'em a favor by taking them off the potential victims 
list." 

"And made room for Ginger Jensen." 

Eliot looked away. 

"That wasn't fair," I said. "I'm sorry I said that, Eliot." 

"I know, Nate. I know." 

But I could tell he'd been thinking the same thing. 

I had lunch the next day with Vivian in a little outdoor 
restaurant in the shadow of Terminal Tower. We were served 
lemonade and little ham and cheese and lettuce and tomato 
sandwiches with the crusts trimmed off the toasted bread. The 
detective in me wondered what became of the crusts. "Thanks for 
having lunch with me," Vivian said. She had on a pale orange 
dress; she sat crossing her brown pretty legs. 

"My pleasure," I said. 

"Speaking of which... about last night..." 

"We were both a little drunk. Forget it. Just don't ask me to." 

She smiled as she nibbled her sandwich. 

"I called and told Eliot something this morning," she said, "and 
he just ignored me." 

"What was that?" 

"That I have a possible lead on the Butcher murders." 

"I can't imagine Eliot ignoring that.. .and it's not like it 7 s just 
anybody approaching him-you did work for him..." 

"Not lately. And he thinks I'm just..." 

"Looking for an excuse to be around him?" 

She nibbled at a little sandwich. Nodded. 

"Did you resent him asking you to be with me as a blind date 
last night?" 

"No," she said. 

"Did... last night have anything to do with wanting to 'show' 
Eliot?" 

If she weren't so sophisticated-or trying to be-she would've 
looked hurt; but her expression managed to get something else 
across: disappointment in me. 

"Last night had to do with showing you," she said. "And... it 
had a little to do with Bacardi rum..." 

"That it did. Tell me aboutyour lead." 

"Eliot has been harping on the 'professional' way the bodies 
have been dismembered. He's said again and again he sees a 
'surgical' look to it." 
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I nodded. 

"So it occurred to me that a doctor-anyway, somebody who'd 
at least been in medical school for a time-would be a likely candidate 
for the Butcher." 

"Yes." 

"And medical school's expensive, so, it stands to reason, the 
Butcher just might run in the same social circles as yours truly." 

"Say, you did work for Eliot." 

She liked that. 

She went on: "I checked around with my friends, and heard 
about a guy whose family has money, plenty of it. Name of 
Watterson." 

"Last name or first?" 

"That's the family name. Big in these parts." 

"Means nothing to me." 

"Well, Lloyd Watterson used to be a medical student. He's a 
big man, very strong-the kind of strength it might take to do some of 
the things the Butcher has done. And he has a history of mental 
disturbances." 

"What kind of mental disturbances?" 

"He's been going to a psychiatrist since he was a schoolboy." 

"Do you know this guy?" 

"Just barely. But I've heard things about him." 

"Such as?" 

"I hear he likes boys." 

Lloyd Watterson lived in a two-storey white house at the end of 
a dead-end street, a Victorian-looking miniature mansion among 
other such houses, where expansive lawns and towering hedges 
separated the world from the wealthy who lived within. 

This wasn't the parental home, Vivian explained; Watterson 
lived here alone, apparently without servants. The grounds seemed 
well-tended, though, and there was nothing about this house that 
said anyone capable of mass murder might live here. No blood 
spattered on the white porch; no body parts scattered about the 
lawn. 

It was mid-afternoon, and I was having second thoughts. 

"I don't even have a goddamn gun," I said. 

"I do," she said, and showed me a little .25 automatic from her 
purse. 

"Great. If he has a dog, maybe we can use that to scare it." 

"This'll do the trick. Besides, a gun won't even be necessary. 
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You're just here to talk." 

The game plan was for me to approach Watterson as a cop, 
flashing my private detective's badge quickly enough to fool him 
(and that almost always worked), and question him, simply get a 
feel for whether or not he was a legitimate suspect, worthy of 
lobbying Eliot for action against. My say-so, Vivian felt, would be 
enough to get Eliot off the dime. 

And helping Eliot bring the Butcher in wou Id be a nice wedding 
present for my old friend; with his unstated but obvious political 
ambitions, the capture of the Kingsbury Run maniac would offset 
tire damage his divorce had done him in conservative, mostly 
Catholic Cleveland. He'd been the subject of near hero worship in 
tire press here (Eliot was always good at getting press-Frank Nitti 
used to refer to him as "Eliot Press"); but the ongoing if sporadic 
slaughter of the Butcher was a major embarrassment for Cleveland's 
fabled Safety Director. 

So, leaving Vivian behind in the roadster (Watterson might 
recognize her), I walked up the curved sidewalk and went up on 
the porch and rang the bell. In the dark hardwood door there was 
opaque glass through which I could barely make out movement, 
coming toward me. 

Tire door opened, and a blond man about six-three with a baby- 
face and ice-blue eyes and shoulders that nearly filled the doorway 
looked out at me and grinned. A kid's grin, on one side of his face. 
He wore a polo shirt and short white pants; he seemed about to say, 
"Tennis, anyone?" 

But he said nothing, as a matter of fact; he just appraised me 
with those ice-blue, somewhat vacant eyes. I now knew how it felt 
for a woman to be ogled-which is to say, not necessarily good. 

I said, "I'm an officer of the court," which in Illinois wasn't 
exactly a lie, and I flashed him my badge, but before I could say 
anything else, his hand reached out and grabbed the front of my 
shirt, yanked me inside and slammed the door. 

He tossed me like a horseshoe, and I smacked into something- 
tire stairway to the second floor, I guess; I don't know exactly, because 
I blacked out. The only thing I remember is the musty smell of the 
place. 

I woke up minutes later, and found myself tied in a chair in a 
dank, dark room. Support beams loomed out of a packed dirt floor. 
The basement. 

I strained at the ropes, but they were snug; not so snug as to cut 
off my circulation, but snug enough. I glanced around the room, i 
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was alone. I couldn't see much-just a shovel against one cement 
wall. The only light came from a window off to my right, and there 
were hedges in front of the window, so the light was filtered. 

Feet came tromping down the open wooden stairs. I saw his 
legs first, white as pastry dough. 

He was grinning. In his right hand was a cleaver. It shone, 
caught a glint of what little light there was. 

"I'm no butcher," he said. His voice was soft, almost gentle. 
"Don'tbelieve whatyou've heard..." 

"Do you want to die?" I said. 

"Of course not." 

"Well then cut me loose. There's cops all over the place, and if 
you kill me, they'll shoot you down. You know what happens to 
cop killers, don't you?" 

He thought that over, nodded. 

Standing just to one side of me, displaying the cold polished 
steel of the cleaver, in which my face's frantic reflection looked back 
at me, he said, "I'm no butcher. This is a surgical tool. This is used 
for amputation, not butchery." 

"Yeah. I can see that." 

"I wondered when you people would come around." 

"Do you want to be caught, Lloyd?" 

"Of course not. I'm no different than you. I'm a public servant." 

"How.. .how do you figure that, Lloyd?" My feet weren't tied to 
the chair; if he'd just step around in front of me... 

"I only dispose of the flotsam. Not to mention jetsam." 

"Not to mention that." 

"Tramps. Whores. Weeding out the stock. Survival of the fittest. 
You know." 

"That makes a lot of sense, Lloyd. But I'm not flotsam or jetsam. 
I'm a cop. You don't want to kill a cop. You don't want to kill a 
fellow public servant." 

He thought about that. 

"I think I have to, this time," he said. 

He moved around the chair, stood in front of me, stroking his 
chin, the cleaver gripped tight in his right hand, held about 
breastbone high. 

"I do like you," Lloyd said, thoughtfully. 

"And I like you, Lloyd," I said, and kicked him in the balls. 

Harder than any man tied to a chair should be able to kick; but 
you'd be surprised what you can do, under extreme circumstances. 
And things rarely get more extreme than being tied to a chair with a 
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guy with a cleaver coming at you. 

Only he wasn't coming at me, now: now, he was doubled over, 
and I stood, the chair strapped to my back; managed, even so, to 
kick him in the face. 

He tumbled back, gripping his groin, his head leaning back, 
stretching, tears streaming down his cheeks, cords in his neck taut; 
my shoe had caught him on the side of the face and broken the skin. 
Flecks of blood, like little red tears, spattered his cheeks, mingling 
with the real tears. 

That's when the window shattered, and Vivian squeezed down 
and through, pretty legs first. 

And she gave me the little gun to hold on him while she untied 
me. 

He was still on the dirt floor, moaning, when we went up the 
stairs and out into the sunny day, into a world that wasn't dank, 
onto earth that was grass-covered and didn't have God knows what 
buried under it. 

We asked Eliot to meet us at his boathouse; we told him what 
had happened. He was livid; I never saw him angrier. But he held 
Vivian for a moment, and looked at her and said, "If anything had 
happened to you, I'd've killed you." 

He poured all of us a drink; rum as usual. He handed me mine 
and said, "How could you get involved in something so 
harebrained?" 

"I wanted to give my client something for his money," I said. 

"You mean his daughter's killer." 

"Why not?" 

"I've been looking for the bastard three years, and you come to 
town and expect to find him in three days." 

"Well, I did." , 

He smirked, shook his head. "I believe you did. But Watterson's 
family will bring in the highest-paid lawyers in the country and 
we'd be thrown out of court on our cans." 

"What? The son of a bitch tried to cut me up with a cleaver!" 

"Did he? Did he swing on you? Or did you enter his house 
under a false pretense, misrepresenting yourself as a law officer? 
And as far as that goes, you assaulted him. We have very little." 

Vivian said, "You have the name of the Butcher." 

Eliot nodded. "Probably. I'm going to make a phone call." 

Eliot went into his den and came out fifteen minutes later. 

"I spoke with Franklin Watterson, the father. He's agreed to 
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submit his son for a lie detector test." 

"To what end?" 

"One step at a time," Eliot said. 

Lloyd Watterson took the lie detector test twice-and on both 
instances denied committing the various Butcher slayings; his 
denials were, according to the machine, lies. The Watterson family 
attorney reminded Eliot that lie detector tests were not admissible 
as evidence. Eliot had a private discussion with Franklin Watterson. 

Lloyd Watterson was committed, by his family, to an asylum 
for lhe insane. The Mad Butcher of Kingsbury Run-which to this day 
is marked "Unsolved" in the Cleveland police records-did not strike 
again. 

At least not directly. 

Eliot married Evie MacMillan a few months after my Cleveland 
visit, and from the start their marriage was disrupted by crank letters, 
postmarked from the same town as the asylum where Watterson 
had been committed. "Retribution will catch up with you one day," 
said one postcard, on the front of which was a drawing of an 
effeminate man grinning from behind prison bars. Mrs. Ness was 
especially unnerved by these continuing letters and cards. 

Eliot's political fortunes waned, in the wake of the "unsolved" 
Butcher slayings. Known for his tough stance on traffic violators, 
he got mired in a scandal when one predawn morning in March of 
1942, his car skidded into an oncoming car on tire West Shoreway. 
Eliot and his wife, and two friends, had been drinking. The people 
report didn't identify Eliot by name, but his license number-EN-1 
well-known to Clevelandcitizens-was listed. And Eliot had left th 
scene of the accident. 

Hit-and-run, the headlines said. Eliot's version was that his 
wife had been injured, and he'd raced her to a hospital-but not 
before stopping to check on the other driver, who confirmed this. 
The storm blew over, but the damage was done. Eliot s image in the 
Cleveland press was finally tarnished. 

Two months later he resigned as Safety Director. 

About that time, asylum inmate Lloyd Watterson managed to 
hang himself with a bed sheet, and the threatening mail stopped. 

How much pressure those cards and letters put on the marriage 
I couldn't say; but in 1945 Eliot and Evie divorced, and Eliot married 
a third time a few months later. At the time he was serving as federal 
director of the program against venereal disease in the military. His 
attempt to run for Cleveland mayor in 1947 was a near disaster: 
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Cleveland's one-time fairhaired boy was a has-been with a hit- 
run scandal and two divorces and three marriages going against 
him. 

He would not have another public success until the publication 
of his autobiographical book. The Untouchables, but that success 
was posthumous; he died shortly before it was published, never 
knowing that television and Robert Stack would give him lasting 
fame. 

I saw Eliot, now and then, over the years; but I never saw Vivian 
again. 

I asked him about her, once, when I was visiting him in 
Pennsylvania, in the early '50s. He told me she'd been killed in a 
boating accident in 1943. 

"She's been dead for years, then," I said, the shock of it hitting 
me like a blow. 

"That's right. But shed & tear for her, now, if you like. Tears 
and prayers can never come too late, Nate." Amen, Eliot. 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: I wish to express my indebtedness to two non¬ 
fiction works, Four Against the Mob by Oscar Fraley (Popular Library, 
1961) and Clevcland-The Best Kept Secret by George E. Condon 
(Double-day, 1967). Fact, speculation andfiction are freely mixed in the 
preceding story; with the exception of Eliot Ness, all characters-while in 
many cases having real-life counterparts-are fictional. 



EDWARD GORMAN 

(b.1941) 


The Reason Why 
( Jack Dwyer ) 


"I'm, scared." 

"This was your idea, Karen." 
"You scared?" 


"You bastard." 

"Because I'm not scared I'm a bastard?" 

"You not being scared means you don't believe me." 

"Well." 

"See. I knew it." 

"What?" 

"Just the way you said 'Well.' You bastard." 

I sighed and looked out at the big red brick building that 
sprawled over a quarter mile of spring grass turned silver by a fat 
June moon. Twenty-five years ago a 1950 Ford fastback had sat in 
the adjacent parking lot. Mine for two summers of grocery store 
work. 

We were sitting in her car, a Volvo she'd cadged from her last 
marriage settlement, number four if you're interested, and sharing 
a pint of bourbon the way we used to in high school when we'd 
been more than friends but never quite lovers. 

The occasion tonight was our twenty-fifth class reunion. But 
there was another occasion, too. In our senior year a boy named 
Michael Brandon had jumped off a steep clay cliff called Pierce 
Point to his death on the winding river road below. Suicide. That, 
anyway, had been the official version. 

A month ago Karen Lane (she had gone back to her maiden 
name these days, the Karen Lane-Cummings-Todd-Brownc-LeMay 
getting a tad too long) had called to see if I wanted to go to dinner 
and I said yes, if I could bring Donna along, but then Donna 
surprised me by saying she didn't care to go along, that by now we 
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should be at the point in our relationship where we trusted each 
other ("God, Dwyer, I don't even look at other men, not for very long 
anyway, you know?"), and Karen and I had had dinner and she'd 
had many drinks, enough that I saw she had a problem, and then 
she'd told me about something that had troubled for her a long 
time... 

In senior year she'd gone to a party and gotten sick on wine 
and stumbled out to somebody's backyard to throw up and it was 
there she'd overheard the three boys talking. They were earnestly 
discussing what had happened to Michael Brandon the previous 
week and they were even more earnestly discussing what would 
happen to them if "anybody ever really found out the truth." 

"It's bothered me all these years," she'd said over dinner a 
mondr earlier. "They murdered him and they got away with it." 
"Why didn't you tell the police?" "I didn't think they'd believe 
me." "Why not?" 

She shrugged and put her lovely litde face down, dark hair, 
covering her features. Whenever she put her face down that way it 
meant that she didn't want to tell you a lie so she'd just as soon talk 
about something else. "Why not, Karen?" 

"Because of where we came from. The Highlands." The 
Highlands is an area that used to ring the iron foundries and 
factories of this city. Way before pollution became a fashionable 
concern, you could stand on your front porch and see a peculiarly 
beautiful orange haze on the sky every dusk. The Highlands had 
bars where men lost ears, eyes, and fingers in just garden-variety 
fights, and streets where nobody sane ever walked after dark, not 
even cops unless they were in pairs. But it wasn't the physical 
violence you remembered so much as the emotional violence of 
poverty. You get tired of hearing your mother scream because there 
isn't enough money for food and hearing your father scream back 
because there's nothing he can do about it. Nothing. 

Karen Lane and I had come from the Highlands, but we were 
smarter and, in her case, better looking than most of the people from 
the area, so when we went to Wilson High School-one of those 
nightmare conglomerates that shoves the poorest kids in a city in 
with the richest-we didn't do badly for ourselves. By senior year we 
found ourselves hanging out with the sons and daughters of 
bankers and doctors and city officials and lawyers and riding 
around in new Impala convertibles and attending an occasional 
party where you saw an actual maid. But wherever we went, we'd 
manage for at least a few minutes to get away from our dates and 
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talk to each other. What we were doing, of course, was trying to 
comfort ourselves. We shared terrible and confusing feelings-pride 
that we were acceptable to those we saw as glamorous, shame that 
we felt disgrace for being from the Highlands and having fathers 
who worked in factories and mothers who went to Mass as often as 
nuns and brothers and sisters who were doomed to punching the 
clock and yelling at ragged kids in the cold factory dusk. (You never 
realize what a toll such shame takes till you see your father's waxen 
face there in the years-later casket.) 

That was the big secret we shared, of course, Karen and I, that 
we were going to get out, leave the place once and for all. And her 
brown eyes never sparkled more Christmas-morning bright than at 
those moments when it all was ahead of us, money, sex, endless 
thrills, immortality. She had the kind of clean good looks brought 
out best by a blue cardigan with a line of white button-down shirt at 
the top and a brown suede car coat over her slender shoulders and 
moderately tight jeans displaying her quietly artful ass. Nothing 
splashy about her. She had the sort of face that snuck up on you. 
You had the impression you were talking to a pretty but in no way 
spectacular girl, and then all of a sudden you saw how the eyes 
burned with sad humor and how wry the mouth got at certain 
times and how absolutely perfect that straight littfe nose was and 
how the freckles enhanced rattier than detracted from her beauty 
and by then of course you were hopelessly entangled. Hopelessly. 

This wasn't just my opinion, either. I mentioned four divorce 
settlements. True facts. Karen was one of those prizes that powerful 
and rich men like to collect with the understanding that if s only 
something you hold in trust, like a yachting cup. So, in her time, 
she'd been an ornament for a professional football player (her college 
beau), an orthodontist ("I think he used to have sexual fantasies 
about Barry Goldwater"), the owner of a large commuter airline ("I 
slept with half his pilots; it was kind of a company benefit"), and a 
sixty-nine-year-old millionaire who was dying of heart disease ("He 
used to have me sit next to his beside and just hold his hand-the 
weird thing was that of all of them, I loved him, I really did-and his 
eyes would be closed and then every once in a while tears would 
start streaming down his cheeks as if he was remembering something 
that really filled him with remorse; he was really a sweetie, but then 
cancer got him before the heart disease and I never did find out 
what he regretted so much, I mean if it was about his son or his wife 
or whaf'), and now she was comfortably fixed for the rest of her life 
and if the crow's feet were a little more pronounced around eyes 
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and mouth and if the slenderness was just a trifle too slender {she 
weighed, at five-three, maybe ninety pounds and kept a variety of 
diet books in her big sunny kitchen), she was a damn good-looking 
woman nonetheless, the world's absurdity catalogued and 
evaluated in a gaze that managed to be both weary and impish, 
with a laugh that was knowing without being cynical. 

So now she wanted to play detective. 

I had some more bourbon from the pint-it burned beautifully- 
and said, "If I had your money, you know what I'd do?" 

"Buy yourself a new shirt?" 

"You don't like my shin?" 

"I didn't know you had this thing about Hawaii." 

"If I had your money. I'd just forget about all this." 

"I thought cops were sworn to uphold the right and the true." 

"I'm an ex-cop." 

"You wear a uniform." 

"That's for the American Security Agency." 

She sighed. "So I shouldn't have sent the letters?" 

"No." 

"Well, if they're guilty, they'll show up at Pierce Point tonight." 

"Not necessarily." 

"Why?" "Maybe they'll know it's a trap. And not do anything." 

She nodded to the school. "You hear that?" 

"What?" 

"The song." 

It was Bobby Vinton's "Roses Are Red." 

"I remember one party when we both hated our dates and we 
ended up dancing to that over and over again. Somebody's 
basement. You remember?" 

"Sort of, I guess," I said. 

"Good. Let's go in the gym and then we can dance to it again." 

Donna, my lady friend, was out of town attending an 
advertising convention. I hoped she wasn't going to dance with 
anybody else because it would sure make me mad. 

I started to open the door and she said, "I want to ask you a 
question." 

"What?" I sensed what it was going to be so I kept my eyes on 
the parking lot. 

"Turn around and look at me." 

I turned around and looked at her. "Okay." 

"Since the time we had dinner a month or so ago I've started 
receiving brochures from Alcoholics Anonymous in tire mail. If you 
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were having them sent to me, would you be honest enough to tell 
me?" 

"Yes, I would." 

"Are you having them sent to me?" 

"Yes, I am." 

"You think I'm a lush?" 

"Don't you?" 

"I asked you first." 

So we went into the gym and danced. 

Crepe of red and white, the school colors, draped the ceiling; 
the stage was a cave of white light on which stood four balding fat 
guys with spit curls and shimmery gold lame dinner jackets (could 
these be the illegitimate sons of Bill Haley?) playing guitars, drum, 
and saxophone; on the dance floor couples who'd lost hair, teeth, 
jaw lines, courage, and energy (everything, it seemed, but weight) 
danced to lame cover versions of "Breaking Up Is Hard To Do" and 
"Sheila," "Runaround Sue" and "Running Scared" (tonight's lead 
singer sensibly not even trying Roy Orbison's beautiful falsetto) 
and then, while I got Karen and myself some no-aicohol punch, 
they broke into a medley of dance tunes-everything from 
"Locomotion" to "The Peppermint Twist"-and the place went a 
little crazy, and I went right along with it. 

"Come on," I said. 

"Great." 

We went out there and we burned ass. We'd both agreed not to 
dress up for the occasion so we were ready for this. I wore the 
Hawaiian shirt she found so despicable plus a blue blazer, white 
socks and cordovan penny-loafers. She wore a salmon-colored 
Mcrikani shirt belted at the waist and tan cotton fatigue pants and, 
sweet Christ, she was so adorable half the guys in the place did the 
kind of double-takes usually reserved for somebody outrageous or 
famous. 

Over the blasting music, I shouted, "Everybody's watching you!" 

She shouted right back, "I know! Isn't it wonderful?" 

The medley went twenty minutes and could easily have been 
confused with an aerobics session. By the end I was sopping and 
wishing I was carrying ten or fifteen pounds less and sometimes 
feeling guilty because I was having too much fun (I just hoped 
Donna, probably having too much fun, too, was feeling equally 
guilty)/and then finally it ended and mate fell into the arms of mate, 
hanging on to stave off sheer collapse. 

Then the head Bill Haley clone said, "Okay, now we're going to 
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do a ballad medley," so then we got everybody from Johnny Mathis 
to Connie Francis and we couldn't resist that so I moved her around 
the floor with clumsy pleasure and she moved me right back with 
equally clumsy pleasure. "You know something?" I said. 

"We're both shitty dancers?" 

"Right." 

But we kept on, of course, laughing and whirling a few times, 
and then coming tighter together and just holding each other 
silently for a time, two human beings getting older and scared about 
getting older, remembering some things and trying to forget others 
and trying to make sense of an existence that ultimately made sense 
to nobody, and then she said, "There's one of them." 

I didn't have to ask her what "them" referred to. Until now 
she'd refused to identify any of the three people she'd sent the letters 
to. 

At first I didn't recognize him. He had almost white hair and a 
tan so dark it looked fake. He wore a black dinner jacket with a lacy 
shirt and a black bow tie. He didn't seem to have put on a pound in 
the quarter century since I'd last seen him. 

"Ted Forester?" 

"Forester," she said. "He's president of the same savings and 
loan his father was president of." 

"Who are the other two?" 

"Why don't we get some punch?" 

"The kiddie kind?" 

"You could really make me mad with all this lecturing about 
alcoholism." 

"If you're not really a lush then you won't mind getting the 
kiddie kind." 

"My friend, Sigmund Fraud." 

We had a couple of pink punches and caught our respective 
breaths and squinted in die gloom at name tags to see who we were 
saying hello to and realized all the terrible things you realize at 
high school reunions, namely that people who thought they were 
better than you still think that way, and that all the sad little people 
you feared for-the ones with blackheads and low IQs and lame left 
legs and walleyes and lisps and every other sort of unfair infirmity 
people get stuck with-generally turned out to be deserving of your 
fear, for there was a sadness in their eyes tonight that spoke of 
failures of every sort, and you wanted to go up and say something 
to them (I wanted to go up to nervous Karl Carberry, who used to 
twitch-his whole body twitched-and throw my arm around him 
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and tell him what a neat guy he was, tell him there was no reason 
whatsoever for his twitching, grant him peace and self-esteem and 
at least a modicum of hope; if he needed a woman, get him a woman, 
too), but of course you didn't do that, you didn't go up, you just 
made edgy jokes and nodded a lot and drifted on to the next piece of 
human carnage. 

"There's number two," Karen whispered. 

This one I remembered. And despised. The six-three blond 
movie-star looks had grown only slightly older. His blue dinner 
jacket just seemed to enhance his air of malicious superiority. Larry 
Price. His wife Sally was still perfect too, though you could sec in 
the lacquered blond hair and maybe a hint of face lift that she'd had 
to work at it a little harder. A year out of high school, at a bar that 
took teenage IDs checked by a guy who must have been legally 
blind. I'd gotten drunk and told Larry that he was essentially an 
asshole for beating up a friend of mine who hadn't had a chance 
against him. I had the street boy's secret belief that I could take 
anybody whose father was a surgeon and whose house included a 
swimming pool. I had hatred, bitterness, and rage going, right? 
Well, Larry and I went out into the parking lot, ringed by a lot of 
drunken spectators, and before I got off a single punch, Larry hit me 
with a shot that stood me straight up, giving him a great opportunity 
to hit me again. He hit me three times before I found his face and 
sent him a shot hard enough to push him back for a time. Before we 
could go at it again, the guy who checked IDs got himself between 
us. He was madder than either Larry or me. He ended the fight by 
taking us both by the cars (he must have trained with nuns) and 
dragging us out to the curb and telling neither of us to come back. 

"You remember the night you fought him?" 

"Yeah." 

"You could have taken him, Dwyer. Those three punches he 
got in were just lucky," 

"Yeah, that was my impression, too. Lucky." 

She laughed. "I was afraid he was going to kill you." 

I was going to say something smart, but then a new group of 
people came up and we gushed through a little social dance of 
nostalgia and lies and self-justifications. We talked success (at high 
school reunions, everybody sounds like Amway representatives at 
a pep rally) and the old days (nobody seems to remember all the 
kids who got treated like shit for reasons they had no control over) 
and didn't so-and-so look great (usually this meant they'd managed 
to keep their toupees on straight) and introducing new spouses (we 
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all had to explain what happened to our original mates; I said mine 
had been eaten by alligators in the Amazon, but nobody seemed to 
find that especially believeable) and in the midst of all this, Karen 
tugged my sleeve and said, "There's the third one." 

Him I recognized, too. David Haskins. He didn't look any 
happier than he ever had. Parent trouble was always the explanation 
you got for his grief back in high school. His parents had been rich, 
truly so, his father an importer of seme kind, and their arguments so 
violent that they were as eagerly discussed as who was or who was 
not pregnant. Apparently David's parents weren't getting along 
any better today because although the features of his face were 
open and friendly enough, there was still the sense of some terrible 
secret stooping his shoulders and keeping his smiles to furtive 
wretched imitations. He was a paunchy balding little man who 
might have been a church usher with a sour stomach. 

"The Duke of Earl" started up then and there was no way we 
were going to let that pass so we got out on the floor; but by now, of 
course, we both watched the three people she'd sent letters to. Her 
instructions had been to meet the anonymous letter writer at nine- 
thirty at Pierce Point. If they were going to be there on time, they'd 
be leaving soon. 

"You think they're going to go?" 

"I doubt it, Karen." 

"You still don't believe that's whatl heard them say thatnight?" 

"It was a long time ago and you were drunk." 

"It's a good thing I like you because otherwise you'd be a distinct 
pain in the ass." 

Which is when I saw all three of diem go stand under one of the 
glowing red EXIT signs and open a fire door that led to the parking 
lot 

"They're going!" she said. 

"Maybe they're just having a cigarette." 

"You know better, Dwyer. You know better." 

Her car was in the lot on the opposite side of the gym. 

"Well, it's worth a drive even if they don't show up. Pierce 
Point should be nice tonight." 

She squeezed against me and said, "Thanks, Dwyer. Really." 

So we went and got her Volvo and went out to Pierce Point 
where twenty-five years ago a shy kid named Michael Brandon 
had fallen or been pushed to his death. 

Apparently we were about to find out which. 
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The river road wound along a high wall of clay cliffs on the left 
and a wide expanse of water on the right. The spring night was 
impossibly beautiful, one of those moments so rich with sweet odor 
and even sweeter sight you wanted to take your clothes off and run 
around in some kind of crazed animal circles out of sheer joy. 

"You still like jazz," she said, nodding to the radio. 

"I hope you didn'tmind my turning the station." "I'm kind of 
into Country." 

"I didn't get the impression you were listening." 

She looked over at me. "Actually, I wasn't. I was thinking about 
you sending me all those AA pamphlets." 

"It was arrogant and presumptuous and I apologize." 

"No, it wasn't. It was sweet and I appreciate it." 

The rest of the ride, I leaned my head back and smelled flowers 
and grass and river water and watched moonglow through the 
elms and oaks and birches of this new spring. There was a Dakota 
Staton song, "Street of Dreams," and I wondered as always where 
she was and what she was doing, she'd been so fine, maybe the 
most underappreciated jazz singer of the entire fifties. 

Then we were going up a long, twisting gravel road. We pulled 
up next to a big park pavillion and got out and stood in the wet 
grass, and she came over and slid her arm around my waist and 
sort of hugged me in a half-serious way. "This is all probably crazy, 
isn't it?" 

I sort of hugged her back in a half-serious way. "Yeah, but it's a 
nice night for a walk so what the hell." 

"You ready?" 

"Yep." 

"Let's go then." 

So we went up the hill to the Point itself, and first we looked out 
at the far side of the river where white birches glowed in the gloom 
and where beyond you could see the horseshoe shape of the city 
lights. Then we looked down, straight down Are drop of two hund red 
feet, to the road where Michael Brandon had died. 

When I heard the car starting up the road to the east, I said, 
"Let's get in those bushes over there." 

A thick line of shrubs and second-growth timber would give us 
a place to hide, to watch them. 

By the time we were in place, ducked down behind a wide elm 
and a mulberry bush, a new yellow Mercedes sedan swung into 
sight and stopped several yards from the edge of the Point. 

A car radio played loud in the night. A Top 40 song. Three men 
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got out. Dignified Forester, matinee-idol Price, anxiety-tight Haskins. 

Forester leaned back into the car and snapped the radio off. But 
he left the headlights on. Forester and Price each had cans of beer. 
Haskins bit his nails. 

They looked around in the gloom. The headlights made the 
darkness beyond seem much darker and the grass in its illumination 
much greener. Price said harshly, "I told you this was just some 
goddamn prank. Nobody knows squat." 

"He's right, he's probably right," Haskins said to Forester. 
Obviously he was hoping that was the case. 

Forester said, "If somebody didn't know something, we would 
never have gotten those letters." 

She moved then and I hadn't expected her to move at all. I'd 
been under the impression we would just sit there and listen and let 
them ramble and maybe in so doing reveal something useful. 

But she had other ideas. 

She pushed through tire undergrowth and stumbled a little 
and got to her feet again and then walked right up to them 

"Karen!" Haskins said. 

"So you did kill Michael," she said. 

Price moved toward her abruptly, his hand raised. He was 
drunk and apparently hitting women was something he did without 
much trouble. 

Then I stepped out from our hiding place and said, "Put your 
hand down, Price." 

Forester said, "Dwyer." 

"So," Price said, lowering his hand, "I was right, wasn'11?" He 
was speaking to Forester. 

Forester shook his silver head. He seemed genuinely saddened. 
"Yes, Price, for once your cynicism is justified." 

Price said, "Well, you two aren't getting a goddamned penny, 
do you know that?" 

He lunged toward me, still a bully. But I was ready for him, 
wanted it. I also had the advantage of being sober. When he was 
two steps away, I hit him just once and very hard in his solar plexus. 
He backed away, eyes startled, and then he turned abrupdy away. 

We ail stood looking at one another, pretending not to hear the 
sounds of violent vomiting on the other side of the splendid new 
Mercedes. 

Forester said, "When I saw you there, Karen. I wondered if you 
could do it alone." 

"Do what?" 
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"What?" Forester said. "What? Let's at least stop the games. 
You two want money." 

"Christ," I said to Karen, who looked perplexed, "they think 
we're trying to shake them down." 

"Shake them down?" 

"Blackmail them." 

"Exactly," Forester said. 

Price had come back around. He was wiping his mouth with 
the back of his hand. In his other hand he carried a silver-plated 
.45, the sort of weapon professional gamblers favor. 

Haskins said, "Larry, Jesus, what is that?" 

"What does it look like?" 

"Larry, that's how people get killed." Haskins sounded like 
Price's mother. 

Price's eyes were on me. "Yeah, it would be terrible if Dwyer v 
here got killed, wouldn't it?" He waved the gun at me. I didn't 
really think he'd shoot, but I sure was afraid he'd trip and the damn 
thing would go off accidentally. "You've been waiting since senior 
year to do that to me, haven't you, Dwyer?" 

I shrugged. "I guess so, yeah." 

"Well, why don't I give Forester here the gun and then you and 
I can try it again." 

"Fine with me." 

He handed Forester the .45. Forester took it all right, but what 
he did was toss it somewhere into the gloom surrounding the car. 

" Larry, if you don't straighten up here. I'll fight you myself. Do yoii 
understand me?" Forester had a certain dignity and when he spoke, 
his voice carried an easy authority. "There will be no more fighting, 
do you both understand that?" 

"I agree with Ted." Karen said. 

Forester, like a teacher tired of naughty children, decided to get 
on with the real business. "You wrote those letters, Dwyer?" 

"No." 

"No?" 

"No. Karen wrote them." 

A curious glance was exchanged by Forester and Karen. "I 
guess I should have known that," Forester said. 

"Jesus, Ted," Karen said, "I'm not trying to blackmail you, no 
matter what you think." 

"Then just what exactly are you trying to do?" 

She shook her lovely little head. I sensed she regretted ever 
writing the letters, stirring it all up again. "I just want the truth to 
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come out about what really happened to Michael Brandon that 
night." 

"The truth," Price said. "Isn't that goddamn touching?" 

"Shut up, Larry," Haskins said. 

Forester said, "You know what happened to Michael 
Brandon?" 

"I've got a good idea," Karen said. "I overheard you three 
talking at a party one night." 

"What did we say?" 

"What?" 

"What did you overhear us say?" 

Karen said, "You said that you hoped nobody looked into what 
really happened to Michael that night." 

A smile touched Forester*s lips. "So on that basis you concluded 
that we murdered him?" 

"There wasn't much else to conclude." 

Price said, weaving still, leaning on the fender for support, "I 
don't goddamn believe this." 

Forester nodded to me. "Dwyer, I'd like to have a talk with Price 
and Haskins here, if you don'tmind. Just a few minutes." He pointed 
to the darkness beyond the car. "We'll walk over there. You know 
we won't try to get away because you'll have our car. All right?" 

I looked at Karen. 

She shrugged. 

They left, back into the gloom, voices receding and fading into 
the sounds of crickets and a bam owl and a distant roaring train. 

"You think they're up to something?" 

"I don't know," I said. 

We stood with our shoes getting soaked and looked at the green 
green grass in the headlights. 

"What do you think they're doing?" Karen asked. 

"Deciding what they want to tell us." 

"You're used to this kind of thing, aren't you?" 

"I guess." 

"It's sort of sad, isn't it?" 

"Yeah. It is." 

"Except for you getting the chance to punch out Larry Price 
after all these years." 

"Christ, you really think I'm that petty?" 

"I know you are. I know you are." 

Then we both turned to look back to where they were. There'd 
been a cry and Forester shouted, "You hit him again, Larry, and I'll 



BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


break your goddamn jaw." They were arguing about something 
and it had turned vicious. 

I leaned back against the car. She leaned back against me. "You 
think we’ll ever go to bed?" 

"I'd sure like to, Karen, but I can't." 

"Donna?" 

"Yeah. I'm really trying to learn how to be faithful." 

"That been a problem?" 

"It cost me a marriage." 

"Maybe I'll learn how someday, too." 

Then they were back. Somebody, presumably Forester, had tom 
Price's nice lacy shirt into shreds. Haskins looked miserable. 

Forester said, "I'm going to tell you what happened that night." 

I nodded. 

"I've got some beer in the back seat. Would either of you like 
one?" 

Karen said, "Yes, we would." 

So he went and got a six pack of Michelob and we all had a beer 
and just before he started talking he and Karen shared another one 
of those peculiar glances and then he said, "The four of us-myself. 
Price, Haskins, and Michael Brandon-had done something we were 
very ashamed of." 

"Afraid of," Haskins said. 

"Afraid that, if it came out, our lives would be mined. Forever," 
Forester said. 

Price said, "Just say it. Forester." He glared at me. "We raped a 
girl, the four of us." 

"Brandon spenttwo months afterward seeing the girl, bringing 
her flowers, apologizing to her over and over again, telling her how 
sorry we were, that we'd been drunk and it wasn't like us to do that 
and-" Forester sighed, put his eyes to tire ground. "In fact we had 
been drunk; in fact it wasn't like us to do such a thing-'' 

Haskins said, "It really wasn't. It really wasn't." 

For a time there was just the barn owl and the crickets again, no 
talk, and then gently I said, "What happened to Brandon that 
night?" 

"We were out as we usually were, drinking beer, talking about 
it, afraid the girl would finally turn us into the police, still try ing to 
figure out why we'd ever done such a thing-'' 

The hatred was gone from Price's eyes. For the first time the 
matinee idol looked as melancholy as his friends. "No matter what 
you think of me, Dwyer, I don't rape women. But that night-" He 
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shrugged, looked away. 

"Brandon," I said, "you were going to tell me about Brandon." 
"We came up here, had a case of beer or something, and talked 
about it some more, and that night," Forester said, "that night 
Brandon just snapped. He couldn't handle how ashamed he was 
or how afraid he was of being turned in. Right in the middle of 
talking-" 

Haskins took over." Right in the middle, he just got up and ran 
out to the Point." He indicated the cliff behind us. "And before we 
could stop him, he jumped." 

"Jesus," Price said, "I can't forget his screaming on the way 
down. I can't ever forget it." 

I looked at Karen. "So what she heard you three talking about 
outside the party that night was not that you'd killed Brandon but 
that you were afraid a serious investigation into his suicide might 
turn up the rape?" 

Forester said, "Exactly." He stared at Karen. "We didn't kill 
Michael, Karen. We loved him. He was our friend." 

But by then, complete without warning, she had started to cry 
and then she began literally sobbing, her entire body shaking with 
some grief I could neither understand nor assuage. 

I nodded to Forester to get back in his car and leave. They stood 
and watched us a moment and then they got into the Mercedes and 
went away, taking the burden of years and guilt with them. 

This time I drove. I went far out the river road, miles out, where 
you pick up the piney hills and the deer standing by the side of the 
road. 

From die glove compartment she took a pint of J&B, and I knew 
better than to try and stop her. 

I said, "You were the girl they raped, weren't you?" 

"Yes." 

"Why didn't you tell the police?" 

She smiled at me. "The police weren't exacdy going to believe a 
girl from the Highlands about the sons of rich men." 

I sighed. She was right. 

"Then Michael started coming around to see me. I can’t say I 
ever forgave him, but I started to feel sorry for him. His fear-" She 
shook her head, looked out the window. She said, almost to herself, 
"But I had to write those letters, get them there tonight, know for 
sure if they killed him." She paused, "you believe them?" 

"That they didn't kill him?" 

"Right." 
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"Yes, I believe them." 

"So do I." 

Then she went back to staring out the window, her small face 
childlike there in silhouette against the moonsilver river. "Can I ask 
you a question, Dwyer?" 

"Sure." 

"You think we're ever going to get out of the Highlands?" 
"No," I said, and drove on faster in her fine new expensive car. 
"No, I don't." 



STUART M. KAMINSKY 

(b.1934) 


Busted Blossoms 

(Toby Peters) 


Darkness. I couldn't see, but I could hear someone shouting at 
me about Adolf Hitler. I opened my eyes. I still couldn't see. Panic 
set in before memory told me where I was. I pushed away tire jacket 
covering my head. After a good breath of stale air, I realized where 
I was, who I was, and what I was doing there. 

It was 1938, February, a cool Sunday night in Los Angeles, and 
I was Toby Peters, a private investigator who had been hired to 
keep an eye on a washed-up movie director who had come in from 
out of town and picked up a few death threats. I was getting fifteen 
dollars a day, for which I was expected to stay near the target and 
put myself in harm's way if trouble came up. I was not being paid to 
fall asleep. 

My mouth tasted like ragweed pollen. I reached over to turn off 
the radio. When I had put my head back to rest on the bed and 
pulled my suede zipped jacket over me, Jeanette MacDonald had 
been singing about Southern moons. I woke up to the news that 
Reichsfuhrer Hitler had proclaimed himself chief of national defense 
and had promoted Hermann Wilhelm Goring, minister of aviation, 
to field marshal. I was just standing when the door opened and D. 
W. Griffith walked in. 

"Mr. Peters," he said, his voice deep, his back straight, and, 
even across the room, his breath dispensing the Kentucky fumes of 
bourbon. 

"I was on my way down," I said. "I was listening to the news." 

Griffith eyed me from over his massive hawk of a nose. He was 
about five-ten, maybe an inch or so taller than me, though I guessed 
he weighed about 180, maybe twenty pounds more than I did. We 
both seemed to be in about the same shape, which says something 
good for him or bad for me. I was forty-one, and he was over sixty. 
He was wearing a black suit over a white shirt and thin black tie. 
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"I have something to tell you," Griffith said. 

So, I was canned. It had happened before, and I had a double 
sawbuck in my wallet. 

"I really was coming down," I said, trying to get some feeling in 
my tongue. 

"You were not," Griffith said emphatically. "But that is of little 
consequence. A man has been murdered." 

"Murdered?" I repeated. 

I am not the most sophisticated sight even when I'm combed, 
shaved, and operating on a full stomach. My face is dark and my 
nose mush, not from business contacts, but from an older brother 
who every once in a while thought I needed redefinition. I sold that 
tough look to people who wanted a bodyguard. Most of my work 
was for second-rate clothing stores that had too much shoplifting, 
hard-working bookies whose wives had gone for Chiclets and never 
came back, and old ladies who had lost their cats, who were always 
named Sheiba. That's what I usually did, but once in a while I spent 
a night or a few days protecting movie people who got themselves 
threatened or were afraid of getting crushed in a crowd. D. W. had 
no such fears. No one was looking for his autograph anymore. No 
one was hiring him. He seemed to have plenty of money and a lot of 
hope; that was why he had driven up from Louisville. He hoped 
someone would pick up the phone and call him to direct a movie, 
but in the week I had worked for him, no one had called, except the 
guy who threatened to lynch him with a Ku Klux Klan robe. D.W. 
had explained that such threats had not been unusual during the 
past two decades since the release of Birth of a Nation, which had 
presented the glories of the Ku Klux Klan. D.W. had tried to cover 
his prejudice with Intolerance and a few more films, but the racism 
of Birth wouldn't wash away. 

"Mr. Peters." He tried again, his voice now loud enough to be 
heard clearly in the back row if we were in a Loews theater. "You 
must rouse yourself. A man has been murdered downstairs." 

"Call the police," I said brilliantly. 

"We are, you may recall, quite a distance from town," he 
reminded me. "A call has been placed, but it will be some time 
before the constabulary arrives." 

Constabulary. I was in a time warp. But that was the way I had 
felt since meeting Griffith, who now touched his gray sideburns as 
if he were about to be photographed for Click magazine. 

"Who's dead?" I asked. 

"Almost everyone of consequence since the dawn of time," 
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Griffith said, opening the door. "In this case, the victim is Jason 
Sikes. He is sitting at the dinner table with a knife in his neck." 

"Who did it?" I began. 

"That I fear, is a mystery," Griffith said. "Now let us get back to 
the scene." 

I walked out the door feeling that I was being ushered from act 
one to act two. I didn't like the casting. Griffith was directing the 
whole thing, and I had the feeling he wanted to cast me as the 
detective. I wanted to tell him that 1 had been hired to protect his 
back, not find killers. I get double time for finding killers. But one 
just didn't argue with Dave Griffith. I slouched ahead of him, 
scratched an itch on my right arm, and slung my suede jacket over 
my shoulder so I could at least straighten the wrinkled striped tie I 
was wearing. 

What did I know? That I was in a big house just off the California 
coast about thirty miles north of San Diego. The house belonged to 
a producer named Korites, who Griffith hoped would give him a 
directing job. Korites had gathered his two potential stars, a comic 
character actor, and a potential backer, Sikes, to meet die great 
director. I had come as GriffiUi's "associate." D.W. had left his 
young wife back at the Roosevelt Hotel in Los Angeles, and we had 
stopped for drinks twice on the way in his chauffeur-driven 
Mercedes. In the car Griffith had talked about Kentucky, his father, 
his mother, who had never seen one of his films- "She did not 
approve of the stage," he explained-and about his comeback. He 
had gone on about his youthful adventures as an actor, playwright, 
boxer, reporter, and construction worker. Then, about ten minutes 
before we arrived, he had clammed up, closed his eyes, and hadn't 
said another word. 

Now we were going silendy down the stairs of the house of 
Marty Korites, stepping into a dining room, and facing five well- 
dressed diners, one of whom lay with his face in a plate of Waldorf 
salad with a knife in his back. 

The diners looked up when we came in. Korites, a bald, jowly 
man with Harold Lloyd glasses, was about fifty and looked every 
bit of it and more. His eyes had been resting angrily on the dead 
guest, but they shot up to us as we entered the room. On one side of 
the dead guy was a woman, Denise Giles, skinny as ticker tape, 
pretty, dark, who knows what age. I couldn't even tell from the 
freckles on her bare shoulders. On the other side of the dead guy 
was an actor named James Vann, who looked like the lead in a 
road-show musical, blond, young, starched, and confused. He 
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needed someone to feed him lines. Griffith was staring at the corpse. 
The great director looked puzzled. The last guest sat opposite the 
dead man. I knew him, too. Lew Dollard, a frizzy-haired comedian 
turned character actor who was Marty Korites' top name, which 
gives you an idea of how small an operator Many was and what 
little hope Griffith had if he had traveled all the way here in the 
hope of getting a job from him. 

"Mr. Griffith says you're a detective, not a film guy," Korites 
said, his eyes moving from the body to me for an instant and then 
back to the body. I guessed he didn't want the dead guy to get away 
when he wasn't looking. 

"Yeah, I’m a detective," I said. "But I don't do windows and I 
don't do corpses." 

Dollard, the roly-poly New York street comic in a rumpled suit, 
looked up at me. 

"A comedy writer/' he said with a smile showing big teeth. I 
had seen one of Dollard's movies. He wasn't funny. 

"Someone killed Sikes," Korites said with irritation. 

"Before the main course was served, too," I said. "Some people 
have no sense of timing. Look. Why don't we just sit still, have a 
drink or two, and wait till the police get here. We can pass the time 
by your telling me how someone can get killed at the dinner table 
and all of you not know who did it. That must have been some 
chicken liver appetizer." 

" It was," said Griffith, holding his open palm toward the dead 
man, "like a moment of filmic chicanery, a magic moment from 
Melies. I was sipping an aperitif and had turned to Miss Giles to 
answer a question. And then, a sound, a groan. I turned, and there 
sat Mr. Sikes." 

We all looked at Sikes, His face was still in the salad. 

"Who saw what happened?" I asked. 

They all looked up from the corpse and at each other. Then they 
looked at me. Dollard had a cheek full of something and a silly grin 
on his face. He shrugged. 

" A man gets murdered with the lights on with all of you at the 
table and no one knows who did it?" I asked. "That's a little hard to 
believe. Who was standing up?" 

"No one," said Vann, looking at me unblinking. 

"No one," agreed Griffith. 

There was no window behind the body. One door to the room 
was facing the dead man. The other door was to his right. The knife 
couldn't have been thrown from either door and landed in his back. 
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The hell with it. I was getting paid to protect Griffith, not find killers. 
I'd go through the motions till the real cops got there. I had been a 
cop back in Glendale before I went to work for Warner Brothers as a 
guard and then went into business on my own. I knew the routine. 

"Why don't we go into the living room?" Korites said, starting 
to get up and glancing at the corpse. "I could have Mrs. Windless" 

"Sit down," I said. "Mrs. Windless is...?" 

"Housekeeper," Korites said. "Cook." 

"Was she in here when Sikes was killed?" 

I looked around. All heads shook no. 

"Anyone leave the room before or after Sikes was killed?" I 
went on. 

"Just Mr. Griffith," said Vann. The woman still hadn't said 
anything. 

"We stay right here till the police arrive. Anyone needs the 
toilet, I go with them, even the dragon lady," I said, trying to get a 
rise out of Denise Giles. I got none. 

"What about you?" said Dollard, rolling his eyes and gurgling 
in a lousy imitation of Bert Lahr. 

" I wasn't in the room when Sikes took his dive into the salad," 
I said. "Look, you want to forget the whole thing and talk about 
sports? Fine. You hear that Glenn Cunningham won the Wanamaker 
mile for the fifth time yesterday?" 

"With a time of 4: II," said Denise Giles, taking a small sip of 
wine from a thin little glass. 

I looked at her with new respect. Griffith had sat down at the 
end of the table, the seat he had obviously been in when murder 
interrupted the game. Something was on his mind. 

"Who was Sikes?" I asked, reaching down for a celery stick. 

"A man of means," said Griffith, downing a slug of bourbon. 

"A backer," said Korites. "He was thinking of bankrolling a 
movie D.W. would direct and I would produce." 

"With Vann here and Miss Giles as stars?" I said. 

"Right," said Korites. 

"Never," said Griffith emphatically. 

"You've got no choice here," Korites shouted back. "You take 
the project the way we give it to you or we get someone else. Your 
name's got some curiosity value, right, but it doesn't bring in any 
golden spikes." 

"A man offender compassion," sighed Griffith, looking at me 
for understanding. "It was my impression that the late Mr. Sikes 
had no intention of supplying any capital. On the contrary, I had 
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the distinct impression that he felt he was in less than friendly 
waters and had only been lured here with the promise of meeting 
me, tire wretched director who had once held the industry in his 
hand, had once turned pieces of factory-produced celluloid into 
art. As I recall, Sikes also talked about some financial debt he 
expected to be paid tonight" 

"You recall?" Korites said with sarcasm, shaking his head. 
"You dreamed it up. You're still back in the damn nineteenth century. 
Your movies were old-fashioned when you made them. You don't 
work anymore because you're an anachronism." 

"Old-fashioned?" said Griffith with a smile. "Yes, old-fashioned, 
a romantic, one who respects the past. I would rather die with my 
Charles Dickens than live with your Hemingway." 

Dollard finished whatever he had in his mouth and said, "You 
think it would be sacrilegious to have the main course? Life goes 
on." 

"Have a celery stick," I suggested. 

"I don't want to eat a celery stick," he whined. 

"I wasn't suggesting that you put it in your mouth," I said. 

This was too much for Dollard. He stood up, pushing the chair 
back. 

"I'm the comic here," he said. "Tell him." 

He looked around for someone to tell me. The most sympathetic 
person was Sikes, and he was dead. 

"So that's tire way it is," Dollard said, looking around the room. 
"You want me to play second banana." 

"This is a murder scene," shouted Korites, taking his glasses 
off, "nota nightclub. Lew. Try to remember that" His jowls rumbled 
as he spoke. He was the boss, but not mine. 

"Someone in this room murdered the guy in the salad," I 
reminded them. 

"My father," said Griffith. 

"Your father killed Sikes?" I asked, turning to the great director. 
Griffith's huge nose was at the rim of his almost empty glass. His 
dark eyes were looking into the remaining amber liquid for an 
answer. 

"My father," he said without looking up, "would have known 
howto cope with this puzzle. He was a resourceful man, a 
gentleman, a soldier." 

"Mine was a grocer," I said. 

"This is ridiculous," said Denise Giles throwing down her 
napkin. 
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"Not to Sikes," I said. Just then the door behind me swung 
open. I turned to see a rail of a woman dressed in black. 

"Are you ready for the roast?" she asked. 

"Yes," said Dollard. 

"No," said Korites, "we’re not having any more food." 

"I have rights here," Dollard insisted. 

Now I had it This was an Alice in Wonderland nightmare and 
I was Alice at the Mad Hatter's tea party. We'd all change places in 
a few seconds and the Dormouse, Sikes, would have to be carried. 

"What" demanded Mrs. Windless, "am I to do with the roast?" 

"You want the punch line or can I have it?" Dollard said to me. 

"Sikes already got the punch line," I reminded him. 

Mrs. Windless looked over at Sikes for die first time. 

"Oh my God," she screamed. "That man is dead." 

"Really?" shouted Dollard leaping up. "Which one?" 

"Goddamn it," shouted Korites. "This is serious." His glasses 
were back on now. He didn'tseem to know what to do with them. 

Griffith got up and poured himself another drink. 

"We know he's dead, Mrs. Windless," Korites said. "The police 
are on the way. You'll just have to stick all the food in the refrigerator 
and wait." 

"What happened?" Mrs. Windless asked, heT voice high, her 
eyes riveted on Sikes. "Who did this? I don't want anything to do 
with murder." 

"You don't?" said Dollard. "Why didn'tyou tell us that before 
we killed him? We did it for you." He crossed his eyes but didn't 
close them in time to block out the wine thrown in his face by the 
slinky Denise. 

Dollard stood up sputtering and groped for a napkin to wipe 
his face. Purple tears rolled down his cheeks. 

"Damn it," he screamed. "What the hell? What the hell?" 

His hand found a napkin. He wiped his eyes. The stains were 
gone, but there was now a piece of apple from the Waldorf salad on 
his face. 

"Mrs. Windless," said D. W., standing and pointing at the door. 
"You will depart and tell my driver, Mr. Reynolds, that Mr. Peters 
and I will be delayed. Mr. Dollard. You will sit down and clean 
your face. Miss Giles, you will refrain from outbursts, and Mr. Vann, 
you will attempt to show some animation. It is difficult to tell you 
from Mr. Sikes. Mr. Peters will continue the inquiry." 

Vann stood up now, kicking back his chair. Griffith rose to 
meet him. They were standing face to face, toe to toe. Vann was 
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about thirty years younger, but Griffith didn't back away. "You 
can't tell us what to do. 

You can't tell anyone what to do. You're washed up," Vann 
hissed. 

"As Bluebeard is rumored to have said," whispered Griffith, 
"I'mmerely between engagements." 

"See, see," grouched Dollard, pointing with his fork at the two 
antagonists. "Everyone's a comic. I ask you." 

I sighed and stood up again. 

"Sit down," I shouted at Vann and Griffith. The room went 
silent. The mood was ruined by my stomach growling. But they sat 
and Mrs. Windless left the room. "Who called the police?" 

"I did," said Korites. 

"I thought no one left the room but Griffith?" I said. 

"Phone is justoutside the door, everyone could see me call. I left 
the door open," Korites said. He pushed his dirty plate away from 
him and then pulled it back. "What's the difference?" 

"Why didn't you all start yelling, panic, accuse each other?" I 
asked. 

"We thoughtitwas one of Jason's practical jokes," said Denise 
Giles. "He was fond of practical jokes." 

"Rubber teeth, joy buzzers, ink in the soup," sighed Dollard. 
"A real amateur, a putz. Once pretended he was poisoned at a 
lunch in..." 

"Lew," shouted Korites. "Just shut up." 

"All right you people," I said. "None of you liked Sikes, is that 
right?" 

"Right," Korites said, "but that's a far cry from one of us..." 

"How about hate?" I tried. "Would hate be a good word to 
apply to your feelings about the late dinner guest?" 

"Maybe," said Korites, "there was no secret about that among 
our friends. I doubt if anyone who knew Jason did anything less 
than hate him. But none of us murdered him. We couldn't have." 

"And yet," Griffith said, "'one of you had to have done the 
deed. In The Birth of a Nation-" 

"This is death, not birth," hissed Vann. "This isn't a damn 
movie." 

Griffith drew his head back and examined Vann over his beak 
of a nose. 

"Better," said Griffith. "Given time I could possibly motivate 
you into a passable performance. Even Richard Barthelmess had 
something to learn from my humble direction." 
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There was a radio in the comer. Dollard had stood up and 
turned it on. I d idn't stop him. We listened to the radio and watched 
Sikes and each other while I tried to think. Griffith was drawing 
something on the white tablecloth with his fork. 

Dollard found the news, and we learned that Hirohito had a 
cold but was getting better. King Farouk of Egypt had just gotten 
married, Leopold Stokowski was on his way to Italy under an 
assumed name, probably to visit Greta Garbo, and a guy named 
Albert Burroughs had been found semi-conscious in a hotel room 
in Bloomington, Illinois. The room was littered with open cans of 
peas. Burroughs managed to whisper to the ambulance driver that 
he had lived on peas for nine days even though he had $77,000 in 
cash in the room. 

I got up and turned off the radio. 

"You tell a story like that in a movie," said Korites, "and they 
say it isn't real." 

"If you tell it well, they will believe anything," said Griffith, 
again doodling on the cloth. 

The dinner mess, not to mention Sikes' corpse, was beginning 
to ruin the party. 

"Things are different," Griffith said, looking down at what he 
had drawn. He lifted a long-fingered hand to wipe out the 
Mentations in the tablecloth. 

"Things?" I asked, wondering if he was going to tell us tales 
about his career, his father, or the state of the universe. 

"I am an artist of images," he explained, looking up, his eyes 
moving from me to each of the people around the table. "I kept the 
entire script of my films, sometimes 1,500 shots, all within my head." 
He pointed to his head in case we had forgotten where it was located. 

"This scene/' he went on, "has changed. When I left this room 
to find Mr. Peters, Mr. Sikes had a knife in his neck, not his back, 
and it was a somewhat different knife." 

"You've had three too many D.W.," Dollai d said with a smile. 

I got up and examined Sikes. There was no hole in his neck or 
anywhere else on his body that I could find. 

"No cuts, bruises, marks..." I began, and than it hit me. My eyes 
met Giffith's. I think it hit him at the same moment. 

"We'll just wait for the police," Korites said, removing his 
glasses again. 

"Go on Mr. G.," I said. "Let's hear your script." 

Griffith stood again, put down his glass, and smiled. He was 
doing either Abe Lincoln or Sherlock Holmes. 
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"This scene was played for me," he said. "I was not the director. 
I was the audience. My ego is not fragile, at least not too fragile to 
realize that I have witnessed an act. I can see each of you playing 
your roles, even the late Mr. Sikes. Each of you in an iris, laughing, 
silently enigmatic, attentive. And then the moment arrives. The 
audience is distracted by a pretty face in close-up. Then a cut to 
body, or supposed body, for Sikes was not dead when I left this 
room to find Mr. Peters." 

"Come on..." laughed Dollard. 

"Of all..." sighed Denise Giles. 

"You're mad..counterpointed Vann. 

But Korites sat silent. 

"He wasn't dead," I said again, picking up for Griffith, who 
seemed to have ended his monologue. All he needed was applause. 
He looked good, but he had carried the scene as far as he could. It 
was mine now. 

"Let's try this scenario," I said. "Sikes was a practical joker, 
right?" 

"Right," Dollard agreed, "but-" 

"What if you all agreed to play a little joke on D.W.? Sikes 
pretends to be dead with a knife in his neck when Denise distracts 
Griffith. Sikes can't stick the fake knife in his back. He can't reach 
his own back. He attaches it to his neck. Then you all discover the 
body, Griffith comes for me, Sikes laughs. You all laugh, then one of 
you, probably Korites, moves behind him and uses a real knife to 
turn the joke into fact. You're all covered. Someone did it The police 
would have a hell of a time figuring out which one, and meanwhile, 
it would make a hell of a news story. Griffith a witness. All of you 
suspects. Probably wind up with a backer who'd cash in on your 
morbid celebrity." 

"Ridiculous," laughed Korites. 

"I was the audience," Griffith repeated with a rueful laugh. 

"Even if this were true," said Denise Giles, "you could never 
proveit" 

"Props," I said. "You didn't have time to get rid of that fake 
knife, at least not to get it hidden too well. D.W. was with me for 
only a minute or two, and you didn't want to get too far from this 
room in case we came tunning back here. No, if.we're right that 
prop knife is nearby, where it can be found, somewhere in this room 
or not far from it" 

"This is ridiculous," said Vann, standing up. "I'm not staying 
here for any more of this charade." He took a step toward the door 
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behind Griffith, giving me a good idea of where to start looking for 
the prop knife, but the director was out of his chair and barring his 
way. 

"Move," shouted Vann. 

"Never," cried Griffith. 

Vann threw a punch, but Griffith caught it with his left and 
came back with a right. Vann went down. Korites started to rise, 
looked at my face, and sat down again. 

"We can work something out here," he said, his face going 
white. 

A siren blasted somewhere outside. 

"Hell of a practical joke," Dollard said, dropping the radish in 
his fingers. "Hell of a joke." 

No one moved while we waited for the police. We just sat there, 
Vann on the floor, Griffith standing. I imagined a round iris closing 
in on the scene, and then a slow fade to black. 



HENRY KANE 

(b.1918) 


Suicide is Scandalous 

(Peter Chambers) 


They sat across from me on the awkward side of the edge-burnt 
desk: two nice people, a lady and a gentleman, meek as the taste of 
water. The gentleman was straightaway across the shoulders and 
dapper, handsome even, in an iron-gray hairdo and a full florid 
face over a fetching disarray of artistic long loose collar. The lady 
was little and old, with a wispy smile and cream-white hair and a 
cockeyed hat in the middle of her head. 

I smiled. Reassuringly. 

The gentleman hawked in his throat 

The lady's wispy smile widened to sick embarrassed false¬ 
toothed grin. But it wasn't grin. It was grimace. It was tire stiff spread 
of silent hysteria. It was a dentured smear of agony. It hung like 
mirth on a corpse with its lips writhed back. 

Then the tears came. "lire poor, poor girl..." 

It gusted from her, while she bent her head, sobbing into her 
arm angled on the desk, the cockeyed hat quivering. I looked at the 
gentleman. The gentleman looked at me. I wondered about the 
sparkle alongside the spray of kerchief in the showpocket of his 
jacket. I stood up and I went around the desk to the windows and I 
looked out into the sunny street. I waited until she stopped crying. 

"I'm sorry," she said. I came back and I sat down and I watched 
her dab at her face with a frail lace handkerchief. "I'm very sorry," 
she said. 

I didn't say anything. 

"I'm Mrs. Bentley." 

"How do you do?" 

"This is Mr. Zetz." 

"Glad to know you." 

He hawked, nodded. 

She put the handkerchief away. "The Lieutenant sent us." 
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"What Lieutenant?" 

"The man downtown. The Detective-lieutenant." 

"Parker?" 

"Yes, sir. Lieutenant Parker." 

" A real policeman." 

"A fine, good man," 

"The best." 

"He said this was where to throw it." 

"I beg your pardon." 

"That's what he said." 

" Throw what?" " My money. That is, if I insisted on throwing it 
away." 

"I beg your pardon." 

The smile came back, very tired among the faint wrinkles on 
her face, and it did something to you, no matter you're a cynical 
wise-guy private richard battened down behind a desk over which 
too much evil has spewed. It got to you, in a comer inside of you, 
like "Star-dust" on strings in a sawdust saloon after a good many 
brandies. I grunted. 

"How much?" 

Her eyebrows peaked. "How much?" 

"How much do you insist on throwing away?" 

"Oh. He said you were expensive. He also said you were a 
crook-" 

"Look, lady-" 

"He was joking, of course. A thousand dollars, perhaps fifteen 
hundred..." 

"Oh." Good-bye Stardust, because business is business, and 
you have got to have the pretzels for your beer. On the other side of 
the desk sits your sucker-always, they wouldn't be on the other side 
of that desk if they didn't need you-badly. Either you squeeze them, 
or they squeeze you: you learn that early. Always, on one side of the 
desk sits a sucker. Could be me. 

"Two thousand," I said. 

She brought up a vast pouch of handbag from off her knees and 
she took out a checkbook and she wrote a check. "Tell you the 
truth," she said, "the Lieutenant said you wouldn't handle it for 
less than five thousand." 

So all right So the sucker rode the good side of the desk." Why?" 

"Because I have recently inherited upwards of fifty thousand 
dollars." 

Then she laughed, howlingly, stood up, holding tire edge of the 
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desk with white-knuckled fingers- and fainted away, dead. We got 
to her, Mr. Zetz and I, and we brought her to the couch and he 
rubbed her wrists while I went for water. "She's been through a 
lot," he said. "A helluva lot." 

When she came to, she insisted upon going back to her chair. 
We arranged ourselves again, the three of us. She made a joke. "Put 
it over on you, didn't I, sir? You were too quick to drive your bargain. 
But if you help me, Mr. Chambers.. .I'll pay you the balance. Up to 
five thousand. As the Lieutenant suggested." 

"Sho nuf," I said, real Southern. "Now what's this all about?" 

"My daughter. Sally Bentley." 

It had been in all of the papers, only a couple of days ago. A 
suicide in a doll-house on Park Avenue. It had been in all the papers, 
with pictures. It had been in all of the papers because of the pictures. 
Sally Bentley hadn't been half bad. In fact, from the pictures, Sally 
Bentley had been gorgeous. 

"She didn't kill herself, Mr. Chambers." 

"Uh-huh," I said, and I was fairly happy that I had garnered 
the two thousand. I wasn't ever going to get the balance. Mothers 
do not believe that daughters kill themselves. Never. 

"She didn't?" 

"No." 

"How do you know?" 

"She couldn't." 

"Couldn't she?" 

"You're smug, Mr. Chambers." 

"Listen, lady. Please. It's a big city. New York. I've lived here all 
my life. A lot of people commit suicide. Every one of them had a 
mother, positively, but the mothers don't believe it. Not usually. 
They just don't ever do." 

"She didn't, Mr. Chambers." 

"All right. She didn't. Why didn't she?" 

"Because I was with her the evening before. Saturday night. 
She is supposed to have shot herself at about eleven o'clock Sunday 
morning." 

Maybe she had something. Most mothers who do not believe 
their daughters killed themselves at eleven o'clock on Sunday 
morning weren't in their company on the Saturday night previous. 
"She didn't kill herself," Mrs. Bentley said. "She had big plans. 
Look." 

Up came the ponderous handbag. Out came an envelope. She 
handed it across. I opened it. It was a ticket for a one-way passage 
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on the Queen to Southampton. "It's a ticket," I said, bright, "for 
passage three weeks from today." 

"I brought it for her." 

"When?" 

Early Monday morning. Just before they got word to me." 

"Where?" 

"In Chicago." 

"Why?" 

" We live in a small town, Pierceville, near Chicago. On Saturday 
night, Sally was full of fun and full of large plans. She was to spend 
a few weeks with me, at home, and then off for a long vacation in 
Europe. She asked me to arrange for the ticket, to do it from Chicago, 
that she would pick it up from me when she came home. That was 
Saturday night. I left her at nine o'clock, an eager young lady, a 
vibrant happy person. She did not kill herself the next morning, Mr. 
Chambers. Not Sally." 

She pointed a finger at me. Convincingly. 

"How come they let you know, the police, on Monday?" 

"I stayed with a sister of mine all day Sunday, slept over, then 
wen: for the ticket, and when I arrived at home, the telegram was 
waiting for me." 

"Who's he?" I inquired. I meant Mr. Zetz. 

"Mr. Zetz." 

"Who is Mr. Zetz?" 


"Michael Zetz," I said. "Not Michael Zetz. Not Michael Zetz, 
the author." Nobody said otherwise. I leaned over, and we shock 
hands. "Well," I said, "MichaelZetz, the whodunit boy. Mr. Zetz, I 
am one of your devout fans." 

"Thank you." 

"What do you know?" I said. "Michael Zetz." 

Mrs. Bentley said, "The moment I received the wire-" 

"Just a minute, please." 

She flustered. "Yes, sir?" 

"I don't get it." 

"What, sir?" 

"What's he doing here? Mr. Zetz. You grist?" 

"Grist?" 

"Grist for his mill? Is he picking up material?" 

"Oh, no. The moment I received the wire, arrangements were 
made for me to fly to New York. The first person I went to see was 
Mr. Zetz. Mr. Zetz is a good friend, he was Sally's employer for a 
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good many years. She was his secretary. Mr. Zetz took me to see 
Lieutenant Parker." 

"Oh." 

Zetz shrugged. "Unfortunate. I don't know what to make of it." 

"Suicide?" I asked. 

"Apparently. The police are firmly convinced of that. She left a 
note. I've seen it, the police showed it to us. It seems incontrovertible. 
Yet, in the light of what Mrs. Bentley tells us, it seems psychologically 
impossible." 

"Whatwere you doing in New York?" I asked her. 

"It was a surprise. I came here for one day. To see my daughters." 

"Daughters?" I said. "I mean.. .plural?" 

"Yes. My other daughter, Delores. She sings at the Cafe Jenz. I 
spent the afternoon with her, and then I went to Sally's." 

I came out from behind the desk and I marched for them, up 
and down the carpet, like I was practicing for a parade. I scraped 
the usual knuckle against the usual chin. "All right, what do you 
want me to do?" 

"I want to find out what happened to my daughter." 

"Why?" 

"Why?" 

"Why?" 

"Because suicide is scandalous. That is why." 

" Whaf s murder?" 

"I beg your pardon?" 

"Murder. She either killed herself, Mrs. Bentley, or someone 
killed her. I'm asking. If suicide is scandalous, what's murder?" 

"Murder, murder-" 

"I mean-whatis it? Why do people rake it up? You've told me 
what you've told the police. I'm sure. Is it that you want A Killer To 
Pay? Something like that. A perfectly competent cop tells you it's 
suicide. So you go over his head, or under it... See what I mean?" 

She sobbed, violently, and Zetz, after one punitive glare, went 
to her, comforting. The thing in his showpocket flashed like 
sunshine on a drum-majorette. 

I kissed off my conscience. Two thousand berries, paid in 
advance, for a job that would wind up in a statement that policemen 
know their business, especially when it's suicide-well, that was the 
way she wanted it. "Okay with me," I said. I stood up straight and 
pontifical. "I accept the case," I said. For two thousand berries, for 
nothing, I stand straight and pontifical and I deliver, "I accept the 
case," with baritone authority. 
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I shoved a sheet of paper at him. "I want names and addresses, 
please. Everybody's." Sure enough, the thing in the showpocket 
was a fountain pen and he did it for me in a thin backhand scrawl 
with everybody's name and everybody's address, including his 
own. "Remarkable," I said. 

"What?" 

"The pen. I've never seen anything like it." 

He handed it to me. It had diamonds, one on top and one on 
bottom, each at least four carats, and in the middle it was all spun 
gold. "It was made for me," he said, "in Denmark. I have it many 
years. A gift from royalty. In appreciation of my work." 

"Exquisite." 

"Thank you." 

Mrs. Bentley said: "There's more. I can tell you more-" 

"Did you tell the cops?" 

"Yes, I did." 

"Then don't bother. Madam. No use working yourself up again. 
I’ll do what I can. I'll let you know..." 

I got them out of the office, finally, and I sat around and rattled 
the rocks in my head. I put her check away. I looked at addresses. 
Distastefully. Like a guy peering through a wrong pair of glasses. 
Sally had lived at Two Ninety Park and the old lady was staying at 
the Roosevelt and Zetz lived at Eight East Tenth and the sister, 
Delores, lived over on West Seventy-ninth. 

Delores. 

That's a nice name. 

I got my hat, and I went to Delores. 

Delores wasn't home. 

I went downtown to Headquarters. 

Detective-lieutenant Parker detected out of a barren third-floor 
office which he filled amply: Detective-lieutenant Louis Parker, a 
growl behind a screen of cigar smoke. He was black-haired and 
square-jawed and grittily genial with a dark rosy face and an 
expressive cigar amongst strong white teeth. He had a figure like a 
trimmed-down butter tub, dressed in fashion, and the wedges of 
stand-up cigars in the vest pocket were part of standard equipment, 
like blocks for the baby. He was quick as a very rapid cat, upstairs 
and downstairs; wise, intelligent, practical, incorruptible. So right 
away he said, "For how much did you do in the poor widow?" 

"Widow? Nobody told me." 

"How much?" 

"Two thousand." 
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"Thievery." 

"With more to come. If I do it her way." 

"What's her way?" 

"Murder... I suppose." 

"Why?" 

"Who's asking the questions?" 

"Me. Right now." 

"Oh." 

"Why?" 

"Because suicide is scandalous." 

"What?" 

"That's what she said." 

"She's got a better reason." 

"I'm listening. Lieutenant, with both my pretty ears." 

He recited for me like Junior exposed to company with his arms 
stiff in the parlor. Without the curtsy. "I let her spend her money 
because she's looking for trouble. Understand? Trouble. With you, 
she'll find it. Plenty. Right where it hurts. In the pocketbook." 

"Louis," I said, "please..." 

"Don't start with the 'please'..." He put his feet up on the desk 
and he put new fire to the diminishing cigar. "She would like it to 
be murder. She would like it to be this other cookie. This Delores." 

"Delores. It's a beautiful name." 

"Wait you see the lollipop. You will forget about the name. 
You, especially. Guy vulnerable as you." 

"Vulnerable," I said. "Lieutenant, you're stepping out of 
character..." 

Impervious, the Lieutenant said, "She is looking for trouble, the 
old lady. She is knocking hell out of cops about a simple suicide. 
And when we don't buy it-after plenty extra checking just to make 
her happy-then she wants a shamus." 

"Because why?" 

"Because she likes it-in back of her head." 

"Which means what?" 

"Which means there's a will." 

"Sally Bentley?" 

"Who else? Leaves more than a hundred G's. Half to the old 
lady. Half to the sister, Delores." 

" Where'd she get it?" 

"Earned it, I suppose." 

"So?" 

"So, there's a tenet of law, states that if you murder someone. 
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it's not allowed that you inherit out of your own handiwork." 

"Tenet," I said. "Lieutenant, you are really making with the 
words." 

"So, if it's murder, and Delores done it, she don't get. See? It 
goes into the pot, which is called residuary estate, legally. And who 
gets this residuary estate? The old one, that is who, because then 
she is the one remaining heir. Catch?" 

"I suppose." 

"So she comes here and she tells us it 7 s murder because it just 
can't be suicide, and she tells us about how maybe it's Delores 
because Delores just hates this Sally, but hates her good and hard, 
and about the will, and about how Delores knew about the will, 
and about how Delores could certainly use that dough, as who the 
hell couldn't." 

I dug outcigarettes and I added to the fog hanging off the ceiling. 
"What about the tickets for Europe? What about the happy good 
humor of the evening before? And what about-if the old lady is 
telling exactly the truth, without sordid ulterior motive? Can't it 
be?" 

"Sure it can be. Sordid ulterior motive-now who's shooting 
with the words. Okay, so she's calling them like she sees them, and 
no sordid ulterior motive. It makes no difference. We've got a clean 
suicide, and you can't beat that, and you just can't take the lid off 
the dead one's head to know what was really operating and why 
she acted like she did before she knocked herself off." 

"How clean?" 

"What?" 

"The suicide." 

"Clean like this. Clean like a bullet in the head, close up, powder 
bums. Clean like a gun in her hand and a note on the desk and the 
door locked tight, and it wasn't a snap lock, either. I'm not even 
handling it. I take care of the hard ones. I don't waste my time." He 
put a lazy circle of smoke between us. 

“Who's handling it?" 

"Sergeant Williams." 

"May I see him?" 

"Why not? And all the exhibits too. I'm no wise-guy. Maybe we 
don't have it straight, which I doubt Maybe you can help, which I 
also doubt. Don't think I like the part about the ticket for Europe, 
and everybody is gay and carefree the night before." 

He took his feet off the desk and he buzzed the box for Williams. 
"I want you, and all the Bentley things. . .now.. .right now." He 
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clicked off. "Smartboy," he said, "thatWilliams. College boy." 

Williams was tall and straight and slim with a pointed nose 
and an important face. He showed me the exhibits. I saw a picture 
of a rigid woman with her head sidewise on a desk and her right 
arm straight down with a gun in its fist. I saw a close-up of a hole in 
back of her right ear. I saw the gun, a flat and graceful .38 automatic. 
I read a note in the usual blue-black ink: "I am going to kill myself 
because I am sick and tired of living. I don't like it. Goodbye and 
forgive me. Here goes." 

"Handwriting?" I asked Parker. 

"Hers. Absolutely." 

"No signature?" 

"A bullet in the head is sufficient signature." 

"Behind the ear?" 

"Look. Don'tcarp. A girl writes a note and kills herself. Simple. 
Nobody wrote it for her. It's not a forgery. We know that. So don't 
start telling me that behind the ear is not usual. Maybe, for you, 
we'II arrange it that prospective suicides draw diagrams on 
themselves first, so we can keep you happy." 

"It's sort of reaching around, don't you think?" 

"No, I don't think." 

"She reached, brother," Williams said. "I checked very careful, 
because of the old lady's squawk. This case is closed with Mamma's 
complaint registered right on top of the file. We had them all in. 
Zetz and the sister and the boy-friend." 

"Boy-friend?" 

"What," Parker asked, "do you know about this case? Anyway? 
Except that you've got the two thousand." 

"Boy-friend," Williams said. "Gino Stark, Five Eighty-eight 
Lexington. Dancing instructor, when he takes time off from 
improving the gee-gees over by Belmont. Met her at a dance at the 
Waldorf about a year ago." 

"You check that too?" 

"Checked. Zetz introduced them." 

"Where did Zetz get to know him?" 

"Met him a few years back when Zetz went to Arthur Pallette's 
to brush up on his Tango, or something." 

I heaved off the cigarette. I stood up and I looked down at Parker. 
"Stinks a little." 

"Maybe. But it 7 s still suicide, and that's the only part that's our 
business." 

"How long was she working for Zetz?" 
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"Six years," Williams said. 

"How much she earn?" 

"A hundred and fifty a week." 

I made eyebrows at Parker. "See what I mean?" 

"Sure I see what you mean. You mean how come she's got 
maybe a hundred G's in the bank, working for a yard and a half a 
week. Ever hear of party girls?" 

"Not the kind that work for a living." 

"Well, maybe she parried afterward. Who the hell knows? 
Maybe Zetz's wife paid her to watch Zetz. She's the former Margot 
Dinsmore." 

"Big society, huh?" 

"Biggest and the richest. Out of town right now, she and their 
two sons. Over by Provincetown." 

"Zetz marry her for dough?" 

"I wouldn't know, but I'd say no, because Mr. Zetz is a 
millionaire a couple of times over, mostly by inheritance. I'm sorry, 
Pete, I just can't make out any of the characters black for you." 

"What about her friends?" 

"What friends?" 

"Out of the address book." 

"No good, bright boy. It happens she don't have an address 
book, not even a diary. Terrible huh? Here's a girl that don't act like 
the rest of the girls. But she had a lot of letters. Stacks. We went 
through all of them, checked. Normal people. Just friends." 

"Do you have the letters?" 

Williams said, "No. They're at the apartment. We had no use 
for them here any more." 

"Can I get to see the apartment?" 

Williams looked at Parker and Parker looked back. Parker said, 
"You still got the key?" Williams said, "Yup." 

"Give it to him. What the hell. You got to learn, boy; you got to 
be friendly with one shamus. One. They're a help, sometimes." 

"Oh," Williams said, "there's another exhibit, still over at the 
lab-" 

"Stick it," I said. "I'll take the key." 

I took the key and I took my hat and I bid adieu to the Lieutenant 
and I waved a couple of fingers at the Sergeant, and I got out of there 
and onto the I.R.T. subway, and I crawled out at Fifty-first which I 
figured would be near Five Eighty-eight Lexington, and I didn't 
figure too badly. I found his name on the brass-plated scoreboard 
downstairs and I pushed the button and I got a click and I went up 
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one flight and there he was waiting for me in a bathrobe tight around 
the belly with bulk in the shoulders. 

"Mr. Stark?" 

"Who wants to know?" 

Real pleasant. He was tall, taller than I, maybe six feet four, 
with a custard-smooth olive complexion and soft sliding eyes. He 
was V-shaped in figure and casual with the false poise of a drunk 
being led to the pie-wagon. He was the long loungy kind of guy that 
the girlies go for, but bang. 

"Peter Chambers," I told him. "I'mchecking on the Sally Bentley 
thing." 

He fiddled with the tassel of the robe. "For whom?" 

"Confidential, feller. I'm a private detective." 

"Oh. One of them guys. No good, bub. I did my talking to the 
fuzzies. Don't know a thing." 

I moved closer to him in the doorway. "But-" 

"No but's, bub. It's like I told them. I don'tknow nothing about 
it. Don't know a thing." 

"Yes, Mr. Stark, but-" 

"Don't know no’.ling from absolutely nothing." He put a wide 
hand on my chest and he shoved with relish and sharp 
determination, and the door slapped shut in my face. Mr. Gino 
Stark got filed away as a handsome young man with a tough-guy 
complex that needed treatment. Something psychiatric. Like a 
haymaker. 

I took a cab, still rankling along the chest and rumbling around 
the stomach and trying to engage reasons for administering the 
treatment for our Gino's complex, all of which is good for the passage 
of time, because before I knew it I was paying off the hackie in front 
of Two Ninety Park. 

I pushed my hat back and I looked up at the narrow four 
sandstone stories of a very svelte little pigmy amongst the flat-faced 
monsters that go to make up our canyon of Park. No doorman. No 
nothing. Just a silver-grilled ninon-backed glass door with an ivory 
boundary and a horse's head for a phony knocker and a shining 
lock. I stuck the key in that Williams had given me and I was in a 
hallway with enough plush for a lupanar, and a curlicue stairway. 
Very dandy, but a walk-up, nevertheless. Ah, me, and the rasp of a 
sigh: your detective trudged, grudgingly, bending over to study 
nameplates. On the second floor front it said BENTLEY. 

She had three sensational rooms, not counting the donicker. 
She had a living room with two walls papered gold and two walls 
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painted gray and a two-toned diagonal modem carpet and linrmed- 
gray furniture, expensive. She had a kitchen, regulation, right up to 
the latest in drip coffee- makers, and a bedroom that was an 
invitation to retire. For two. For at least two. It had a double- 
mattressed circular bed and black-mirrored walls and a miniature 
stockinged leg for a light-switch that gave you indirect lighting that 
called for absinthe and a hazy glow and stifled giggles and a hand 
to reach out a finger to switch off the lady's leg for darkness. I got 
out of that bedroom fast. 

I was getting ideas about afternoon phone calls. I had work to 
do. 

The kitchen cupboard was stacked with more notable potables 
than the lockers of a private bottle club and I helped myself to two 
neat brandies and a slow shake of the head to get over that bedroom. 
Then I gave the apartment the old one-two. And three. I went over it 
like an embarrassed Mamma with the fine-comb when Curlyhead 
gets sent home from school, and the best I could come up with was 
one box of brand new unsharpened pencils, and a fine typewriter 
on a carved desk in the living room, and letters. Nothing else. Lots 
of letters, neatly piled and filed in a tall wooden cabinet with Chinese 
adornments. I read them all, between skirmishes with the brandy 
bottle, and they told me nothing except that Sally had had a great 
many friends who thought she was one hell of a swell girl. 

Whatwith the brandy and that bedroom I thought again about 
Delores, which is a very pretty name, and I hoped that she wasn't 
one of those hill-billy singers with roped veins in their necks and 
bandy legs that sometimes the nightclubs use. I tidied up, and had 
another drink on the house, and I got out of there. 

I went directly to Delores. 

Delores wasn't home. 

So I saw a couple of newsreels and let the duck squawk at me 
out of a couple of special extra shorts, and then I went home and 
had a shower and a shave and I called the Cafe Jenz. I reserved a 
table right up front, the evening show was at nine, and I set the 
alarm clock and I went to sleep. When the thing buzzed, I recollected. 
I called downtown and I got through very quickly to Parker. 

"How come," I said, "you're always in when I call?" 

"Nobody's getting killed in New York. I don't knock off till 
midnight. So I sit and I ponder. What's on your mind?" 

"What about the gun?" 

"What gun?" 

"The tomato with the bedroom. Bentley." 
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"Thirty-eight automatic." 

"I know. Whose?" 

"Hers. License and all. Show you I'm a detective." 

"Sho nuf." 

"She kept it in the end-table back of the desk alongside that 
turquoise couch. Good, huh?" 

"Very good." 

"I know because everybody knew. All her friends told me. 
Anything else, sucker?" 

"No thanks." 

I dressed in a pin-stripe and a tab collar and I took a lot of care 
with my moustache. I worked five minutes picking a tie. I gave my 
military brushes a workout, and I prigged around with all sons of 
essentials, like talcum for my face and a switch in ties and some 
mighty male perfume out of a fancy bottle. That Delores. 

The Cafe Jenz bubbled with noise and the clink of eating 
hardware and the sibilance of half-slammed females. I took my 
formal table all by myself at the edge of the unspacious square of 
high-polished dance-floor, and I watched the visiting firemen wag 
their rumbas at me. I ordered a double brandy with soda and I 
wrote a note on a napkin for Delores to come see me, and I got a 
crisp, "Yes, sir," replacing the scowl from the waiter when he 
glimpsed the ten beside the note I handed up to him. 

Then the lights went down and the spot came up and an unseen 
gentleman on the bandstand lisped along the band-mike about 
Delores Bentley who was coming on now, folks, to sort of lift you 
right out of your seats; and vindication dazzled within the rim of 
the round white spot, vindication for ablutions of mighty male 
perfume and extra touches with the moustache and indecision 
amongst ties. 

She had auburn hair with glints, and pale high cheekbones 
under upslanted wide green eyes, and a push-pout of glistening 
burgundy lips that straightened you out in your night club chair, 
clutching for your highball. She was tall in a smooth whirl of packed 
black evening gown that had more cutout than a muffler in 
Indianapolis, which was all to the good. She was soft-curved with 
firm shoulders and no bones and her voice was deep and low and 
soft and lazy. She gave you music like the lap of waves on a hot 
night by the beach with the sky down near you and lots of stars. 

She burned off five terrific numbers and she did things to all of 
the boys in the appreciative periphery’ of dimmed-down audience; 

I do not know about the ladies; and I clapped like the rest of the 
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yokels in a slapping anthem for an encore, and we got a smile and 
a squeeze of her small tight nose-then lights, and lots of dance 
music. 

I ordered more brandy, and I needed it, because there she was, 
suddenly, in the seat opposite me, in another black dress with 
nothing on top except shining white shoulders and a deft cleft of 
bosom. She looked at me and I looked at her and my hair pinched 
up on end. 

I said, "Drinks?" 

She said, "Sure." 

I said, "What?" 

She said, "Brandy." 

I said, "Good." 

She said, "Why?" 

"Please?" the waiter said. 

"Brandy. For the lady." 

Mock-toned she said, "Oh, it's good, because you're drinking 
brandy too. That what you meant?" 

"Sho nuf." I had contracted this involuntary sneeze of shonuf 
from a Copacutie out of New Hampshire by way of a fast two weeks 
in the land of baseball commissioners-but across from me sat the 
cure. 

The brandy came and the waiter went and she sipped, and she 
put it down. Her eyes stayed on the pony glass. "The note said you 
wanted to talk to me about my mother. That a new system?" 

" About your mother, and about your sister." 

Her eyes came off the brandy glass. 'Cop?" 

"Yep." 

"Not you." 

"Well, private cop." 

"You look more like a gigolo, well.. .maybe on the interesting 
beat-up side." 

"Like?" 

"Tell you the truth-yes. Very much." 

"Swell." 

"Why?" 

"I like you too." 

"Sure. Why shouldn't you like. They all like." 

"I've seen better, sister, and I haven't liked." 

One eyebrow clambered. She made a circle with the bottom of 
her glass. "Fresh, too. All right, more brandy. Let's have lots more 
brandy, you and I. Seen better, have you?" 
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We clicked. Fast. Just like that. We clicked like an abacus in a 
busy Chinese laundry, and we laughed over brandy and we clinked 
our glasses and bandied biography and we told our jokes, all the 
way from rigid right to purple left. We danced, close and warm, and. 
I smelled the salt-sweet smell of her hair and she dug her fingernails 
into my arm and the trickle of her breath whispered at my ear. We 
talked about ourselves with sly embellishments. She said, "Let's 
get out of here." 

"Where?" 

"Anywhere. I'm not due back till the one o'clock show." 

"Sure." 

We went to Jackson's, side by side and near on a red leather 
seat under the dimness of the amber lights, and we listened to the 
tinkle of the faraway piano. We held hands and we touched knees 
and I hoped that she wasn't a murderess. 

"You've been nice," she said. "Very nice. You're a guy with a 
lot of kicks. Okay. You've softened me up. Stop being nice. What do 
you want?" 

"I want to help. If I can." 

"Whom?" 

"You.” 

"Me?" 

"Yes." 

"You're nuts." 

I took my hand out of hers and I moved my knee away. "Look, 
lovely, they know you hated her. They also know that she didn't 
know you hated her. Because she left you all that dough. She 
wouldn't have done that if she'd have known you hated her, now 
would she?" 

"She was bad. Mean vicious bad. She-" 

"Cops are funny people. They'll come awake one day and then 
you won't lose them, forever. If they figure the old lady is telling the 
truth, about you and Sally, and maybe they do." 

"She told them?" 

"She did." 

"The old bat." 

I made tsk-tsk with the tongue. "Naughty to talk about Mamma 
like that." 

"She's not my mother." 

"Once more?" 

"Not my mother." 

"Sally's?" 
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"Not Sally's either. Mother died, a long while ago, and Father 
remarried. Oh, she's been all right don't get me wrong, she's been a 
mother, helped like all get-out when Father died. But I didn't expect" 

"She knew how you felt about Sally?" 

"Yes. We talked about her often." 

"Real bad?" 

"Sally? The worst. But you compromise with that sort of thing, 
you keep away from her, if you can. Look, I, personally, I had nothing 
against her. It was just..." 

"You hated her, but you had nothing against her. Good. Real 
good." 

"It's just.. .can you care for something that's loathesome.. .like 
a spider, or a rattlesnake? Even a pet rattlesnake?" 

"I know what you mean." 

"That's it." 

"Think she killed herself?" 

"How would I know?" 

"What do you think?" 

"She wasn't the type." 

"I'm not asking about tire type. I'm asking do you think she killed 
herself?" 

She opened a slender silver cigarette-case with a bronze Delores 
in script, and she clipped out a cigarette and tapped it against the 
table. "No. I don't think she killed herself." 

I lit it for her. "Got a candidate?" 

"For what?" 

"For murder. What else?" 

"No." 

"Honey, you're a very lovely girl." 

"Lovely of you to tell me." 

"You're one too many." 

"You're real Gertrude Stein, or whatever her name is." 

"I mean you're one too many that doesn't think she killed herself. 
Mamma Bentley's the other one. It leaks out, that sort of thing, what 
people think. There must be other people that think like that Miasma 
of opinion, or something. But coppers smell it out sooner or later. 
Then you're the candidate." 

"You trying to frighten me?" 

"Natch." 

"Why?" 

"I want you to open up for me. I want some stuff. Real stuff. It's 
you, or it's nobody. I mean, for information. If I leave it alone, it's 
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just going to sit around. And if it sits around, it ain't good, honey. 
Believe me. You'll be number one with them, and the things they 
can find out when they really go to work." 

She was placid scratching out the cigarette, placid picking up 
the swizzle stick. Then little lumps jumped in her jaw and the 
swizzle stick broke in her hand and blood crept out along her thumb 
and she looked at it, moodily. "All right, guy. You've worked me 
into a comer, and maybe I'm drunk, and maybe I like you, and 
maybe I'm afraid. Maybe, some damn way, somebody's going to 
find out that I was there that morning, and maybe that won't play 
back too good." 

"Why didn't you tell them?" 

"Whom?" 

"Coppers." 

"Friend lover, I was afraid to tell them. You don't like to get 
mixed up in tilings like that. It's suicide. All right, it's suicide. Why 
look for trouble?" 

"You're telling me." 

"I'm telling you. Complete. Because maybe you can work it out. 
And I'm giving you nothing. Except words. If you bring it to the 
cops, you made it up, I told you nothing. I deny it. I'm telling you 
because you've got a way of lousing a person up With fear." 

I smoked, with pleasure. I listened, with eagerness. I'd worked 
hard for the simmer. Now I got the boil. "I love you," I said, "sister." 

She wiped blood from her hand with a napkin and she brought 
brandy to her mouth, then put it away. Her lips peeled back from 
her bright teeth and her eyes moved together in a green-glinting 
squint of indecision. Then she picked up the brandy and finished 
it. "I had a key to her apartment. For a while, when I first came to 
New York, I lived with her. She helped, liberally, until I landed my 
first job. I owed her money, and I paid her, twenty bucks every 
Sunday morning, after I began to earn it." 

"How much money?" 

"About twelve hundred dollars." 

"Anyone else have a key?" 

"What?" 

"Key." 

"Oh." She looked at the empty brandy glass. I picked up a 
finger for the waiter. We had more brandy. 

"I'm sure," she said. "I'm sure there are others who had a key." 

I swiveled with the head. "No. None of that. I mean someone 
you know had a key. That's what I mean." 
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She snapped her fingers. I waited. She snapped her fingers 
harder. "Sure. I knpw one. A guy. Gino Stark." Then she looked like 
she was sorry she had said it. 

"I love that, sister." 

"What's that?" 

"I said I love it." 

"That's what I thought you said. What's the matter with you?" 

"Nothing. How do you know?" 

"Forget it, will you? Forget I mentioned it." 

I started to get up. I upset the; glasses on the table. People looked 
at us. The hell with them. "I'm getting out of here, kid. I'm pouring 
it right back at you. If that's the way you want it, okay; that's the 
way you want it." 

"Sit down." 

"All right. I'm sitting." 

She wasn't happy. "I know he had a key, because I had it made 
for him." 

"Why?" 

"She asked me to, about a year ago, to have a duplicate of mine 
made, and she told me, boom, like that, for whom she wanted it, and 
why. That was Sally." 

She had marbles in her throat. That Gino. I changed the subject. 

"So you owed her money. So what happened?" The marbles 
went away. She was back on the beam. "Generally, Sunday mornings 
she slept late. Generally, I'd just open the door with my key. If she 
had company, I'd just peek in, leave my check and get out of there. 
Otherwise, I'd help her over her hangover, make breakfast, that sort 
of thing." 

"Just a minute. This guy Zetz." 

"Zetz?" 

"The boss guy. What about him?" 

"Well, what?" 

"Was he ever company?" 

"Not that I know of." 

"She really work for him?" 

"Oh, yes. She liked being a big shot's secretary." 

"Was she any good?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"I mean did she know her business? Did she earn her keep?" 

"Yes, 1 think so. She couldn't take shorthand, I know that, but 
for a creative writer, that kind of thing, you really don't need 
shorthand. They think a lot, they go slow; you know, mumble 
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around. But she was a whiz on the typewriter, and she really took 
over and handled his business all the way along the line. This I can 
tell you, she was a wonderful secretary for the guy. I know that." 

" Where'd she get all the dough?" 

She wrinkled her forehead, peering at nothing. “ 1 really don't 
know. She was very beautiful and very practical and she was full of 
schemes and she had many friends, many many friends." 

" Many many friends," I said." Anybody special, that she could 
really hook for a handful?" 

"I don't know. I can't say." 

"Okay. We go back to Sunday. What happened? Exactly." 

"Well, I came in, and there she was, all dressed. She bawled me 
out for not ringing. That's the way she was, perverse. She told me 
she had a date with Gino, it was a beautiful day, he was to drive her 
up to the country." 

"His car?" 

"Her car. He doesn't have a car." 

"Then?" 

"Then she talked to someone on the phone. I was in the kitchen." 

"Gino?" 

"I don't know." 

"Incoming call, or out?" 

"Incoming. The phone rang and I heard her answer it." 

"Did you hear anything? I mean, what?" 

"Nothing. That's what. I was in the kitchen. The water was 
running out of the sink. I wasn't listening." 

"Do it careful now, honey. Then what? Exactly." 

"Then, exactly, Lgot out of there." She put her elbows.on the 
table, and put her wrists together, and put her chin on that, and her 
eyes came down to narrow, recollecting. "I told her I had a date 
with my agent, with my agent... a spry young guy... for early lunch. 
I took out my checkbook... I had Ieftmy pen at home... I used her pen 
and I wrote a check for her, which the police found later and asked 
me about... and then I put the checkbook away and the pen... oh!” 

She scurried fingers into her pocketbook and she made a small 
hill of its contents on the table. Then she brought up a fountain pen. 
"See? I'm telling the truth. Here it is. I put it in my bag by mistake. I 
took it with me. Now, damn you, do you believe me? The way you've 
been watching me talk, and cross-examining me..." 

She was crying, suddenly. 

Softly I said, "Did you kill her, kid?" 

"No." 
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"Let's get outof here. Let's walk." 

We walked the cool streets of Madison Avenue and I held her 
arm and she held the arm close to her. I pushed her into the windy 
recess of a thin alley between a department store and an apartment 
house, and I held her and her face tilted up to mine. "Please," she 
said. "Please, please. . ." I said, "The hell with that," and I kissed 
her. I held her and I kissed her, good. 

I called a cab and I told him to drive us around, anywhere. He 
did tire curves of Central Park while I bit a fingernail and she made 
her mouth up. "According to you." I said, "you didn't tell tire cops 
because you were leery. It was straight suicide, and maybe you 
didn't believe it could happen, but there it was. So you kept your 
nose clean, because, like most people, and I don't blame you, you're 
afraid of cops and law and ramifications and the way they can 
twist things around and it gets to be a mess with lawyers and 
publicity, and maybe, even, you're stuck, and you can't get outof it. 
So there it was suicide, so you let it sleep. What did you do with the 
key?" 

"I threw it away. The minute Gino told me." 

" Gino ?" 

"The maid found her at twelve o'clock. The police had Gino in 
for routine questioning. They couldn't reach me. I was out with this 
boy, my agent. But Gino knows there's a place I like, Courvie's, so 
he trotted down there, and he told me." 

" What'd he do with his key? Do you know?" 

"I'd rather not talk about it." 

"What'd he do with his key?" 

"Just what I did with mine. In fact, he advised me. Not that I 
didn’t agree. I went home alone. There was a policeman waiting for 
me. He took me downtown. Everybody was polite." 

Central Park was all around us and the thousands of lights out 
of the misty blank buildings made a small broken ice-cube of the 
pale city moon. A soft wind blew' in through the windows and the 
smell of the park was sweet. I reached for the cabbie. "Roll it up." 

"Sure t'ing." 

The partition of nothing rose up to a partition of plate glass. I 
moved close to her. I took her face in my hands. "You're crazy," she 
said. 

"All right,” I said. "I'm crazy..." 

Then she was crying again. 

"How much did you hold out?" I asked her. 

"Nothing. Nothing about myself. Except about a guy, a man 1 
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once thought I loved.. .and Gino... I didn't want to involve him..." 

Oh, that Gino. 

“Maybe," she said, "I held out because of Gino." 

"You and him?..." 

"No." 

"Then what the hell are you talking about?" 

"Look. I'm going to putitinyour hand. All of it. In the palm of 
your hand. If you can use it to show that someone killed her, all 
right. But if you can't, then throw it away. Will you? Will you?" 

"Well..." 

" Look, guy, there's a lot been happening between you and me, 
on very short notice. It happens, sometimes. I think I know you. 
Promise?" 

"Okay." 

"Mostly because of Gino. Because he's been square with me, 
more than square. He protected me. I want to protect him. Do you 
understand?" 

"Sure." 

"He owed her money." 

"How much?" 

"Twenty thousand dollars." 

" Wltat?" 

"Twenty." 

"That's money." 

"She put a clamp on people that way. She could afford it. She 
owned him, like that. You know?" 

"Uh-huh." 

"On the other hand, she took a man away from me, a man I 
thought I was crazy about. And I found out about that only last 
week. That miserable-" 

"My," I said, "How you talk of the dead." 

" I'm not talking about her. I'm talking about him. The filthy-" 

"Easy, pal." 

"Gino knew about it. Gino heard me argue with her. He heard 
me tell her I'd kill her. But I cooled off. A guy you can lose that 
simply, a guy like that is nothing. I hated her, but I hate him worse; 

a guy like that is nothing." 

"So?..." 

"So Gino, in a sense, was loyal. He didn't talk about it. He told 
me that he didn't mention it to the cops. He didn't tell them about 
my having a key, he didn'ttell themaboutwhathappened between 
us-" 
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" Sure he dicin' t. And you didn't tell about his having a key, and 
about his owing her twenty G's. For a smartened up tomato, a little 
bit, you're dumb." 

She said, "You see it one way, I see it another. I don't want the 
estate suing him for the money. He earned it, in a way." 

" Any proof of the debt?" 

"Maybe I'm dumb. But Sally wasn't. Sure there's proof of the 

debt." 

"Where is it?" 

"I have it." 

Ilooked at her. 

"She gave it to me, one time. She didn't want it around the 
apartment. I kept it for her. She didn't want Gino maybe picking it 
up. The love affair was finished. Now she had him like she liked 
him, part escort, part servant, part stallion." 

"Where do you keep it?" 

"Home." 

"Let's go home." 

I tapped on the glass. The cabbie rolled it down. The meter 
showed tour bucks and ten cents. "Twenty-two WestSeventy-ninth," 
1 told him. The New York cabbie is a Sphinx, a talking Sphinx, a 
Sphinx that talks but stays a Sphinx. "Sure t'ing," he said. 

It was a room and a half with a bed in the wall. It was neat and 
cozy with quiet lights from two rose-tinted modem lamps. She lifted 
her hands to a high shelf of books over a writing desk, and the full 
long immaculate lines of her body heightened in challenge. I moved 
toward her, warm with the brandy, but her eyes weren't with me; 
they were murky and preoccupied, dull-shiny-moist, like mud 
puddles on a wet road. 1 didn't touch her. She brought down a fat 
book and she riffled through it and she gave me the envelope. It was 
dated Rio, three years back, oh pale gray linen, and the letter was 
simple enough in a scrawl of thin backhand, and to the point "Sally, 
I love you very much. I miss you very much. I wish you were here. 
Coochie," but beneath that, in flat wide angry strokes, in a graceful 
but rigid up-and-down: "I.O.U. From Gino Stark to Sally Bentley. 
On demand, twenty thousand dollars. Sue me." 

"What did he need it for?" I asked. 

"He was supposed to open a little dance studio of his own. It 
never materialized." 

"Yeah," I said. "Thanks. I'll be seeing you." 

"Where you going?" 

"To Gino." 



BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


"Be careful." 

"Stop kidding." 

"And remember what you promised." 

"Don't worry." I kissed her, butwhenyou kiss a girl like Delores 
Bentley, time is on the other side, and it was eleven thirty when I got 
out of there. 

I whisked down a cab and I went to Lexington. I rang his bell 
downstairs and I rang his bell upstairs and there he was in pajamas, 
Gino-boy, and 1 said, "A little talk, you and I. Conversation." I 
pushed past him and I was inside. 

"Out," he said. "I'm sleeping." 

"Talk. A little conversation." 

He was moving up on me, and I let him. "Mister," he said, 
"you're a square. Strictly a square." 

"Hip," I told him. "You're a real hip kid." I reached up a knee 
and he grunted, extemporaneously, and his face flowered in front 
of me. It scraped up rapid landscaping. 

He was green, but he was rugged, and he came up off the floor 
with a surprised look on him, making like a tough-guy out of tire 
side of his mouth. He moved away from the wave of a left fist, and 
then he ran into the point of a right elbow squash in the socket of 
his eye. He rasped with screech like chalk edgewise on a blackboard, 
and he covered up, and then I filled in with a few to the belly and a 
long one off the floor that sat him down on the scatter-rug, with no 
mind to get up. 

"You had a date with her and you were there. I know that." 

"How?-" 

"You killed her, you big-" 

"No. She was dead when I got there. Please. I tell you, she was 
dead, just like that, her head on the desk..." 

"You hunted around for the note." 

"Note?" 

"Twenty G's worth of note." 

He was truculent, but he stayed sidewise on the floor, blue 
flesh crowding up around his eye. "Yes, I did. So what?" 

"Before or after?" 

"Before or after-what?" 

"Before or after she was dead?" 

"Look..." 

Then all of a sudden, it fit. All of it. I swung my hand around 
and my palm hit me on the forehead, flat-hard. 

Pebbly-voiced, Gino said, "Man, I think you're nuts. Get the 
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hell out of here. Puh-lease." 

"Get dressed," I told him. "Hurry up, get dressed," but he stayed 
there on his elbow and I went for him, when a castenet of knuckles 
rubbed the door. We froze to tableau, the gladiators of Lexington 
Avenue, the dick with his hand in the suspect's hair, and the suspect 
reluctant half off the floor, with his mouth open. I dropped him. 

"Who's that?" 

"Delores." 

I opened the door for her. 

"I was worried..." Then she saw him. 

"Don'tworry," I said. 

"Uh-huh." 

"All right," I told him. "Getdressed. We're gomg visiting. We're 
going to have a conference." 

"Who?" 

"All of us. A coffee-klatch. Where's your phone?" 

The phone was in the bedroom. He dressed while I called. 

"Parker," I said. "Parker, get the old lady, will you, and meet 
me down at Zetz's place. What? Yeah. I'll have them all there, the 
whole damn cast of characters. But characters." 

A yellow cab with more bounce than a European waltz took us 
down to Eight East Tenth, and Mr. Zetz himself opened tire door for 
us, Zetz in a natty blue suit and a flow-collared shirt and a look of 
d isturbed surprise on his face. The look gotmore disturbed. "Excuse 
me," I said. 

1 grabbed at the sparkle with a grasping left, and the right was 
a straight thump to his throat. He stood stiff and still and courteous, 
bu t his eyes weren't blinking. He needed a short right for composure, 
and he got it. He keeled to the thick-piled mouse-gray carpet and he 
lay there, spread-eagled, a twitch at his lips and one knee bent, not 
ungraceful. 1 put the donation from Denmark by royalty in my jacket 
pocket, and I closed the door. 

"This guy is nuts," Gino said. "But positively." 

Delores said, "My God, what's the matter with you? You must 
be drunk.” She bent to him. 

"Leave him alone," I said, and then Parker was there with Mrs. 

Bentley. 

They brought him to the satin-striped daven-port of the wide- 
eiiinged rich-furnished room, a flicker coming back to his eyelids, 
and we all spread out while Delores patted his face. He opened his 
‘.'yes and he looked at me. 

"How's tilings?" I said. "Coochie." 
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First his face flamed. A twisted cord of blue vein in his forehead 
stood out like a plain-jane in Hollywood. Then the vein flattened 
back and the color drained down and his jowls matched the mouse- 
gray of the carpet. He was hunched forward, motionless, his hands 
squeezing his knees, but his eyes were wild chattels in the bleak 
prison of the locked face. I knew I had him then. I think Parker knew 
too. 

"Everybody," I said, "had their fingerprints around that 
apartment, I'm sure. But they all belonged there, some time or other, 
so it didn't make any difference." 

"Correct," Parker said. 

"All right. I'll tell it. If anybody wants to help, they can fill in. 
Including you." I pointed a thumb atZetz. 

Parker moved around closer to him. 

"Like this," I said. "Mr. Zetz gets a secretary. There's a good 
title for your next book, if they give you time to write one-Mr. Zetz 
Gets a Secretary." 

"Stop with the grandstand," Parker said. 

"All right, they get together. She's his secretary. She's also his 
sweetheart. She's a wise wise cookie, and this guy's not the most 
beautiful guy in the world, but look at all the dough he's got. So all 
right. So after a while she starts taking him. Maybe she threatens a 
little bit. He's a married man, with kids, and a big society wife. So 
he pays, and what the hell, but he's drawn himself a losing ticket 
and he knows it, and he'd like to tear it up." 

"Sweeten it," Parker said. 

"He's a detective story writer. He thinks about a lot of angles. 
He wants to get rid of her, but first he tries it kosher. He introduces 
her to a good-looking lank of boy-friend, and he hopes that she'll 
fall for him, and marry him, and goodbye sweetheart. That doesn't 
work." 

Parker looked at Gino. Gino looked like he'd just climbed out of 
a wreck, and wanted to climb back in again. The rest of them looked 
at me. 

"He ponders it, and it comes to him. Finally. Maybe he's tried it 
a few times, and it hasn't worked, but this particular Sunday-it 
worked. He calls her on the phone, she's up, and he comes a-visiting. 
She's sitting at the desk, and, bang, the professor gets a brainstorm- 
for a short story, for a novel, something. 'Honey,' he says, 'quick. 
This is something. Take it down.' He puts a sheet of paper in front 
of her, or maybe there's one there already. She reaches for a pencil. 
No pencil, only a new box of unsharpened ones. She looks for her 
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pen. That isn't there." 

"Why not?-" Parker asked. 

"I'll tell you later. He can't wait for her to sharpen pencils. He's 
got her in position, he's got her all primed, he doesn't want her to 
get up. He's already sneaked the gun out of the end table. So he 
gives her his fountain pen, fast, he's excited, and the old genius is 
working like mad. 'Take it down,' he tells her, 'it's a real beauty, 
whatanidea...' and he starts dictating.. .She doesn't use shorthand. 
He knows that. He starts dictating and she starts writing: 'I am 
going to kill myself because I am sick and tired of living, I don't like 
it. Goodbye and forgive me. Here goes.' She doesn't suspect, or 
maybe she just doesn't have time to begin to suspect, or maybe she 
was good and drunk the night before and the fuzz is still fixed 
around her brain. He sneaks the gun out and shoves it behind her 
ear. Bang." 

Nobody said anything. 

"You know what I mean," I said to Parker. "Behind the ear." 

"I know what you mean." 

"While she isn't looking. Then he's got it, all done. He wipes 
the gun, puts it in her hand. There's her suicide note in her own 
handwriting in front of her. He has a key to her apartment, as who 
hasn't. So he first looks through her neat file of letters, and takes out 
all of his that he wrote in the old heat of early passion, and out he 
goes, locking die door behind him. Perfect?" 

I was waiting for him to move. He didn't move. 

"He throws the key away, the dirty-" 

"Quiet," Parker said. "We got ladies in the joint." 

Now Parker was waiting for his move. He still didn't move. So 
Parker played it dumb. "How would you know about all this? 
When'd you get on?" 

"Well," I said, "there was one letter of his that wasn't in her 
apartment." 

He moved, not much, but he moved. He ran a hand over his 
hair. Sweat pasted it down. 

"Where was it?" Parker asked. 

"Delores had it. Gino here, good Gino, borrowed money from 
Sally. Sally took a note back. On what? On one of Zetz's letters. 
Right on the letter, on the bottom part, Gino gives her his I.O.U. 
Sally doesn't want that I.O.U. around where it can be picked up, so 
she gives it to Delores for safekeeping." 

"Just a minute." Parker made his mouth sour. "Why did Yt he 
heist his letters earlier? He had what they call access i the 
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premises." 

"Access to the premises. All right, so he had access to the 
premises. So then she'd know just who picked them up, and boy, 
she'd bust out wide with plenty trouble which Zetz couldn't afford. 
No, sir. It was either that she got married to some guy she loved, and 
couldn't afford that kind of trouble herself, or else-" 

Mrs. Bentley said," My God, my God..but Zetz kept right on 
sitting. 

I talked. "She probably knew that Zetz had picked Gino for her, 
and for what reason. It was her way of showing her contempt for 
Gino-she made him sign his I.O.U. on a letter from her other lover. 
That did it. That cooked him, Zetz; that, and the pride that's in him, 
that's in everybody." 

"Don't start with the philosophy," Parker said. "Just shine it 
up a little." 

"I saw the note. I saw the letter on top of it. Out of Rio, three 
years back. You'll check on that. You'll find he was there. But he 
had written some addresses for me in my office this morning, and I 
recognized the handwriting. A thin scrawl of backhand. That's when 
it began to perk." 

"No!" Zetz shook his head. "No." 

"Yes," I said. 

"No. You can't prove anj' of that. Talk. You want a fall guy. 
You want to earn an additional fee. Talk, talk, talk. Even if we were 
lovers, that doesn't mean I killed her." He kneao I had him: he was 
hoping that I didn't know I had him. 

I talked to Parker. "Like I said. Lieutenant, pride. Pride, twice. 
Pride in the knowledge that he had committed a murder that couldn't 
be solved. And pride in a gift from royalty." 

His hand scrambled for the showpocket. Right up to then he 
hadn't known I'd scooped it. Maybe he didn't know, then. Maybe 
he thought it was lost, somehow, miraculously. His teeth came down 
over his lip and his face squeezed into a creased mask of constraint. 
He was shaking. 

"You and your Williams," I said to Parker. "Perfect suicide. 
Did anyone think about the pen that wrote tire note? Look, 1 don't 
blame Williams. You can't think of everything, not when it's laid 
out so perfectly. You just don't bother to. It's there, and the small 
things just get blotted up. But. There was no pen in the apartment. 
Delores had taken it by mistake, thatmoming. That's when I thought 
it was Delores; she had the pen and the suicide note was in ink-and 
then 1 saw the letter from Rio." 
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Dryly Parker said, "You know how it is. Cops are stupid. Whose 
pen?" 

"His. A gift from royalty with diamonds. That's what I mean 
about pride. He threw the key away, but our detective story genius 
just couldn't know that the sister had taken the pen out of the 
apartment that morning. He knew the pen could hurt him, but he 
was so sure he had done it right, he just couldn't part with the pen 
that royalty had given him in Denmark." 

Now I looked at him, straight at him. "Pen marks are as good as 
fingerprints, or type from a typewriter, and you know it, or you 
ought to know it. That's the proof." I took it out of my pocket and I 
waved it a t him. 1 dropped it back before he came at me. 

Pie came fast, in a bull-rush, slobbering at tire mouth, but I was 
expec ting him. He got one in the stomach that bent him across to me 
and then he got all of my shoulder and most of my spine in a crunch 
to the crockery that left the mark of his bite on my fist for a month. 
He bounced like a rowboat in a squall. He draped the davenport 
with his neck over the arm and his face hanging down, and the 
hasty blood spurted through the quick-swelled lips. Parker brought 
him back and wiped his mouth and clamped the jangles on him; he 
shook him up a little and tire guy blathered then, he blathered plenty. 

"Sure," I said, "tire dirty' son of a-" 

"Quiet," Parker said. "We got ladies in tire joint." 

And then, later, much later, around a small square table at the 
one-o'clock show at the Cafe Jenz, with tire Detective-lieutenant 
expansive over rye on the rocks, as my guest, by reason of an 
additional three thousand dollars honestly earned-and while 
Delores Bentley was changing from costunre-he poked a finger at 
my shoulder, which agitated a good deal of brand-name brandy. 
"Don't preen." 

"Preen?" 


"Oh, preen. I get it. When the private eye does a job, he hears 
about preen from the flush-faced Lieutenant, he does not hear about 
thanks." 

"Lucky." 

"Sure. Lucky. When the private eye does a job-" 

"I didn't want to take tire shine off of it. in front of the new- 

dolly-" 

"Now look, Louis..." 

He looked into rye on the rocks, "Remember the exhibit? The 
one Williams told you was still at the lab, the one you did n't wait to 
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hear about?" 

"Thatcollege boy? Listen-" 

"You listen." 

" Don't bother me." 

"It was a fountain pen." 

“What?" 

"That's it. Cops and college boys-thev're not quite so dumb. 
Two things, I'll straighten you out about." 

"Straighten away. Lieutenant." But my brave words hobbled. 

"One. Scratch marks from a pen are not conclusive; oh, they'll 
rule out many pens-but these fit. The fountain pen we had." 

"1 am a son of a bitch. Underline that, professor." 

"Quiet. Two. She must have had two pens, because there was 
this other pen, this exhibit at the lab, which we pick up at the 
apartment at that time, and the ink fit, too; so both she and Zetz, 
they evidently filled from the same inkwell. So you see what I mean 
about lucky?" 

I swallowed. Air. "You mean?..." 

"I mean we found the pen in the bedroom, in the top bureau 
drawer. So you were right about Zetz not wanting her to getup, once 
he had her in position. He just handed her his pen. Only, we had it 
figured that she had written the note in the bedroom, put the pen 
away, put the note on the desk, walked around a little, maybe had a 
drink, sat down-and did it." 

I saw Delores coming and I waved to her. Weakly. 

He killed the rye in the old-fashioned glass and he jiggled the 
ice. "So you barked up the wrong tree, pally, and, if a dumb cop is 
permitted to rattle up his-uh-figures of what they call speech-you 
knocked down a ten-strike, regardless. So don't preen. And if I may 
further mix up what they call-uh-metaphors, again, my bright and 
my beloved detective, I think, honest, a guy lucky as you, if you 
should ever happen to fall into a large barrel of-" 

"Uh-ub," Delores Bentley admonished. "We got ladies in the 
joint, Lieutenant. Remember?" 



RAYMOND CHANDLER 

(1888-1959) 


Wrong Pigeon 

(Philip Marlowe) 


He was a slightly fat man with a dishonest smile that pulled 
the corners of his mouth out half an inch leaving the thick lips tight 
and his eyes bleak. For a fattish man he had a slow walk. Most fat 
men are brisk and light on their feet. He wore a gray herringbone 
suit and a hand-painted tie with part of a diving girl visible on it. 
His shirt was clean, which comforted me, and his brown loafers, as 
wrong as the tie for his suit, shone from a recent polishing. 

He sidled past me as I held the door between the waiting room 
and my thinking parlor. Once inside, he took a quick look around. 
I'd have placed him as a mobster, second grade, if I had been asked. 
For once I was right. If he carried a gun, it was inside his pants. His 
coat was too tight to hide the bulge of an underarm holster. 

He sat down carefully and I sat opposite and we looked at each 
other. His face had a sort of foxy eagerness. He was sweating a 
little. The expression on my face was meant to be interested but not 
clubby. I reached for a pipe and the leather humidor in which I kept 
my Pearce's tobacco. I pushed cigarettes at him. 

"I don't smoke." He had a rusty voice. I didn't like it any more 
than I liked his clothes, or his face. While I filled the pipe he reached 
inside his coat, prowled in a pocket, came out with a bill, glanced at 
it and dropped it across the desk in front of me. It was a nice bill and 
clean and new. One thousand dollars. 

"Ever save a guy's life?" 

"Once in a while, maybe." 

"Save mine." 

"What goes?" 

" I heard you levelled with the customers, Marlow e." 

"That's why I stay poor." 

"I still got two friends. You make it three and you' 11 be ou t of the 
red. You got five grand coming if you pry me loose." 
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"From what?" 

"You're talkative as hell this morning. Don't you pipe who I 
am?" 

"Nope." 

"Never been east huh?" 

"Sure-but I wasn't in your set." 

"What set would that be?" 

I was getting tired of it. "Stop being so goddam cagey or pick up 
your grand and be missing." 

"I'm Ikky Rosenstein. I'll be missing but good unless you can 
figure some out. Guess." 

"I've already guessed. You tell me and tell me quick. I don't 
have all day to watch you feeding me with an eye-dropper.” 

" I ran out on the Outfit. The high boys don't go for that. To them 
it means you got info you figure you can peddle, or you got 
independent ideas, or you lost your moxie. Me, I lost my moxie. I 
had it up to here." He touched his Adam's apple with the forefinger 
of a stretched hand. "I done bad things. I scared and hurt guys. I 
never killed nobody. That's nothing to the Outfit. I'm out of line. So 
they pick up the pencil and they draw a line. I got tire word. The 
operators are on tire way. I made a bad mistake. I tried to hole up in 
Vegas. I figured they'd never expect me to lie up in their own joint. 
They outfigured me. What I did's been done before, but I didn't 
know it When I took die plane to LA there must have been somebody 
on it. They know where I live." 

"Move." 

"No good now. I'm covered." I knew he was right. 

"Why haven't they taken care of you already?" 

"They don't do it that way. Always specialists. Don't you know¬ 
how it W'orks?" 

"More or less. A guy with a nice hardware store in Buffalo. A 
guy with a small dairy in KC. Always a good front. They report 
back to New York or somewhere. When they mount the plane west 
or wherever they're going, thev have guns in their briefcases. They're 
quiet and well-dressed, and they don'tsit together. They could be a 
couple of lawyers or income tax sharpies-anything atal! that's well- 
mannered and inconspicuous. All sorts of people carry briefcases. 
Including w'omen." 

"Correct as hell. And when they land they'll be steered to me, 
but not from the airfield. They got ways. If I go to the cops, somebody 
will know about me. They could have a couple Mafia boys right on 
the City- Council for all I know. It's been done. The cops will give me 
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twenty-fours to leave town. No use. Mexico? Worse than here. 
Canada? Better but still no good. Connections there too." 

" Australia?" 

"Can't get a passport. I been here twenty-five years-illegal. They 
can't deport me unless they can prove a crime on me. The Outfit 
would see they didn't. Suppose I got tossed into the freezer. I'm out 
on a writ in twenty-four hours. And my nice friends got a car waiting 
to take me home-only not home." 

I had my pipe lit and going well. I frowned down at the grand 
note. 1 could use it very nicely. My checking account could kiss tine 
sidewalk without stooping. 

"Let's stop horsing," I said. "Suppose-just suppose-I could 
figure an out for you. What's your next move?" 

"I know a place-if T could get there without bein' tailed. I'd 
leave my car here and take a rent car. I'd turn it in just short of the 
county line and buy a secondhand job. Halfway to where I'm going 
I trade it on a new last's model, a leftover. This is just the right time 
of year. Good discount, new models out soon. Not to save money¬ 
less show off. Where I'd go is a good-sized place but still pretty 
clean." 

"Uh-huh," I said. "Wichita, last I heard. But it may have 
changed." 

He scowled at me. "Get smart, Marlowe, but not too damn 
smart." 

"I'll get as smart as I want to. Don't try to make rules for me. If I 
take this on, there aren't any rules. I take it for this grand and the 
rest if I bring it off. Don't cross me. I might leak information. If I get 
knocked off, put just one red rose on my grave. I don't like cut flowers. 
I like to see them growing. Butlcould take one, because you're such 
a sweet character. When’s tire plane in?" 

"Sometime today. It's nine hours from New York. Probably come 
in about 5:30 p.m." 

"Might come by San Diego and switch or by San Francisco and 
switch. A lot of planes from Dago and Frisco. I need a helper." 

"Goddam you, Marlowe." 

"Hold it. I know' a girl. Daughter of a chief of police who got 
broken for honesty. She wouldn't leak under torture." 

"You got no right to risk her," Ikky said angrily. 

I w'as so astonished my jaw hung halfway to my waist. I closed 
it slowly and swallowed. 

"Good God, the man's got a heart.” 

"Women ain't built for the rough stuff," he said, grudgingly. 
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I picked up the thousand dollar note and snapped it. "Sorry. 
No receipt," I said." I can't have my name in your pocket. And there 
won't be any rough stuff if I'm lucky. They'd have me outclassed. 

There's only one way to work it. Now give me your address 
and all the dope you can think of, names, descriptions of any 
operators you have ever seen in the flesh." 

He did. He was a pretty good observer. Trouble was the Outfit 
would know what he had seen. The operators would be strangers 
to him. 

He got up silently and put his hand out. I had to shake it, but 
what he had said about women made it easier. His hand was moist. 
Mine would have been in his spot. He nodded and went out silently. 

It was a quiet street in Bay City, if there are any quiet streets in 
this beatnik generation when you can't get through a meal without 
some male or female stomach singer belching out a kind of love that 
is as old-fashioned as a bustle or some Hammond organ jazzing it 
up in the customer's soup. 

The little one story house was as neat as a fresh pinafore. The 
front lawn was cu t lovingly and very green. The smooth composi tion 
driveway was free of grease spots from standing cars, and the hedge 
that bordered it looked as though tire barber came every day. 

Tire white door had a knocker with a tiger's head, a go-to-hell 
window and a dingus that let someone inside talk to someone 
outside without even opening the little window. 

I'd have given a mortgage on my left leg to live in a house like 
that. I didn't drink 1 ever would. 

Tire bell chimed inside and after a while she opened the door in 
a pale blue sports shirt and white shorts that were short enough to 
be friendly. She had gray-blue eyes, dark red hair and fine bones in 
her face. There was usually a trace of bitterness in the gray-blue 
eyes. She couldn't forget drat her fadrer's life had been destroyed by 
the crooked power of a gambling ship mobster, drat her mother had 
died too. She was able to suppress the bitterness when she wrote 
nonsense about young love for the shiny magazines, but this wasn't 
her life. She didn't really have a life. She had an existence without 
much pain and enough oil money to make it safe. But in a tight spot 
she was as cool and resourceful as a good cop. Her name was Anne 
Riordan. 

She stood to one side and I passed her pretty close. But I have 
rules too. She shut the door and parked herself on a davenport and 
went through the cigarette routine, and here was one doll who had 
the strength to light her own cigarette. 
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I stood looking around. There were a few changes, not many. 

"I need your help/' I said. 

"That's the only time I ever see you." 

" 1' ve got a client who is an ex-hood; used to be a trouble-shooter 
for the Outfit, the Syndicate, the big mob, or whatever name you 
want to use for it. You know damn well it exists and is as rich as 
Rockefeller. You can't beat it because not enough people want to, 
especially the million-a-year lawyers that work for it, and the bar 
associations that seem more anxious to protect other lawyers than 
their own country.” 

"My God, arc you running for office somewhere? I never knew 
you to sound so pure." 

She moved her legs around, not provocatively-she wasn't the 
type-butitmade it difficult for me to think straight just the same. 

"Stop moving your legs around," I said. "Or else put a pair of 
slacks on." 

"Damn you, Marlowe. Can't you think of anything else?" 

"I'll try. I like to think that I know at least one pretty and 
charming female who doesn’thave round heels." I swallowed and 
went on. "The man's name is Ikky Rosenstein. He's not beautiful 
and lie's not anything that I like-except one. He got mad when I 
said I needed a girl helper. He said women were not made for the 
rough stuff. That's why 1 took tire job. To a real mobster, a woman 
means no more than a sack of flour. They use women in the usual 
way, but if it's advisable to get rid of them, they do it without a 
second thought." 

"So far you've told me a whole lot of nothing. Perhaps you need 
a cup of coffee or a drink." 

"You're sweet but I don'tin die morning-except sometimes and 
this isn't one of them. Coffee later. Ikky has been pencilled." 

"Now what's diat?" 

"You have a list. You draw 7 a line through a name with a pencil. 
The guy is as good as dead. Tire Outfit has reasons. They don't do it 
just for kicks any more. They don't get any kick. It's just bookkeeping 
to them." 

"What on earth can I do? I might even have said, what can you 
do?" 

"I can try. What you can do is help me spot their plane and see 
where they go-the operators assigned to the job." 

"How can you do anything?" 

"I said I could try. If they took a night plane they are already 
here. If they took a morning plane they can't be here before five or 
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so. Plenty of time to get set. You know what they look like." 

"Oh sure. I meet killers everyday. I have them in for whiskey 
sours and caviare on hot toast." She grinned. While she was 
grinning I took four long steps across the tan figured rug and lifted 
her and put a kiss on her mouth. She didn't fight me but she didn't 
go all trembly either. I went back and satdowm. 

"They'll look like anybody who's in a quiet well-run business 
or profession. They’ 11 have quiet clothes and they' 11 be polite-when 
they want to be. They'll have briefcases with guns in them that have 
changed hands so often they can't possibly be traced. When and if 
they do the job, they'll drop the guns. They'll probably use revolvers, 
but they could use automatics. They won't use silencers because 
silencers can jam a gun and the weight makes it hard to shoot 
accurately. They won't sit together on the plane, but once off of it 
they may pretend to know' each other and simply not have noticed 
during the flight. They may shake hands with appropriate smiles 
and walk away and get in the same taxi. I think they'll go to a hotel 
first. But veiy soon they will move into something from which they 
can watch Ikky's movements and get used to his schedule. They 
won't be in a hurry unless Ikky makes a move. That would tip them 
off that Ikky has been tipped off. He has a couple of friends left-he 
says." 

"Will they shoot him from this room or apartment across the 
street-assuming there is one?" 

"No. They'll shoot him from three feet away. They'll walk up 
beltind him and say, 'Hello, Ikky.' He'll either freeze or turn. They'll 
fill him with lead, drop tire guns, and hop into the car they have 
waiting. Then they'll follow the crash car off the scene." 

"Who'll drive tire crash car?" 

"Some well-fixed and blameless citizen who hasn't been 
rapped. He'll drive his own car. He'll clear the way, even if he has 
to accidentally on purpose crash somebody, even a police car. He'll 
be so goddam sorry' he’ll cry' all the way' dowm his monogrammed 
shirt. And the killers will be long gone." 

"Good heavens," Anne said. "How can you stand your life? If 
y ou did bring it off, they'll send operators to you." 

"I don't think so. They' don't kill a legit. The blame w'ill go to the 
operators. Remember, these top mobsters are businessmen. They 
want lots and lots of money. They only get really tough when they' 
figure they have to get rid of somebody, and they don't crave that. 
There's always a chance of a slip-up. Not much of a chance. No 
gang killing has ever been solved here or anywhere else except two 
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or three times. Lepke Buchalter fned. Remember Anastasia? He was 
awful big and awful tough. Too big, too tough. Pencil." 

She shuddered a little. "I think I need a drink myself." 

I grinned at her. "You're right in the atmosphere, darling. I'll 
weaken." 

She brought a couple of Scotch highballs. When we were 
drinking them I said: "If you spot them or think you spot them, 
follow to where they go-if you can do it safely. Not otherwise. If it's 
a hotel-and ten to one it will be-check in and keep calling me until 
you get me." 

She knew my office number and I was still on Yucca Avenue. 
She knew that too. 

"You're the damnedest guy," she said. "Women do anything 
you want them to. How come I'm still a virgin at twenty-eight?" 

"We need a few like you. Why don'tyou get married?" 

"To what? Some cynical chaser who has nothing left but 
technique? I don't know any really nice‘men-except you. I'm no 
pushover for white teeth and a gaudy smile." 

I went over and pulled her to her feet. I kissed her long and 
hard. "I'm honest," I almost whispered. "That's something. But I'm 
too shop-soiled for a girl like you. I've thought of you. I've wanted 
you, but that sweet clear look in your eyes tells me to lay off." "Take 
me," she said softly. "I have dreams too." "I couldn't. It's not the 
first time it's happened to me. I've had too many women to deserve 
one like you. We have to save a man's life. I'm going." 

She stood up and watched me leave with a grave face. The 
women you get and the women you don't get-they live in different 
worlds. I don't sneer at either world. I live in both myself. 

At Los Angeles International Airport you can't get close to the 
planes unless you're leaving on one. You see them land, if you 
happen to be in the right place, but you have to wait at a barrier to 
get a look at the passengers. The airport buildings don't make it any 
easier. They are strung out from here to breakfast time, and you can 
get calluses walking from TWA to American. 

I copied an arrival schedule off the boards and prowled around 
like a dog that has forgotten where he put his bone. Planes came in, 
planes took off, porters carried luggage, passengers sweated and 
scurried, children whined, the loudspeaker overrode all the other 
noises. 

I passed Anne a number of times. She took no notice of me. 

At 5:45 they must have come. 

Anne disappeared. I gave it half an hour, just in case she had 
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some other reason for fading. No. She was gone for good. I went out 
to my car and drove some long crowded miles to Hollywood and 
my office. I had a drink and sat. At 6:45 the phone rang. 

"I think so," she said. "Beverly-Western Hotel. Room 410. I 
couldn't get any names. You know the clerks don't leave 
registration cards lying around these days. I didn't like to ask any 
questions. But I rode up in the elevator with them and spotted their 
room. I walked right on past them when the bellman put a key in 
their door, and walked down to the mezzanine and then downstairs 
with a bunch of women from the tea room. I didn't bother to take a 
room." 

"Whatwere they like?" 

" They came up the ramp together but I didn't hear them speak. 
Both had briefcases, both wore quiet suits, nothing flashy. White 
shirts, starched, one blue tic, one black striped with gray. Black 
shoes. A couple of businessmen from the East Coast. They could be 
publishers, lawyers, doctors, account executives-no, cut the last; 
they weren't gaudy enough. You wouldn't look at them twice." 

"Look at them twice. Faces." 

"Both medium brown hair, one a bit darker than tire other. 
Smooth faces, rather expressionless. One had gray eyes; the one 
with the lighter hair had blue eyes. Their eyes were interesting. 
Very quick to move, very observant, watching everything near them. 
That might have been wrong. They should have been a bit 
preoccupied with what they came out for or interested in California. 
They seemed more occupied with faces. Itf s a good thing I spotted 
them and not you. You don't look like a cop, but you don't look like 
a man who is not a cop. You have marks on you." 

"Phooey. I'm a damn good looking heart wrecker." 

"Their features were strictly assembly line. Neither looked 
Italian. Each picked up a flight suitcase. One suitcase was gray 
with two red and white stripes up and down, about six or seven 
inches from the ends, the other a blue and white tartan. I didn't 
know there was such a tartan." 

"There is, but I forget the name of it." 

"I thought you knew everything." 

"Just almost everything. Run along home now." 

"Do I get a dinner and maybe a kiss?" 

"Later, and if you're not careful you'll get more than you want." 

" Arapist, eh? I'll carry agun. You'll take over and follow them?" 

"If they're the right men, they'll follow me. I already took an 
apartment across the street from Ikky. That block on Poynter and 
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the two on each side of it have about six lowlife apartment houses 
to the block. I'll bet the incidence of chippies is very high." 

"It's high everywhere these days." 

"So long, Anne. See you." 

"When you need help." 

She hung up. I hung up. She puzzled me. Too wise to be so nice. 
I guess all nice women are wise too. I called Ikky. He was out. I had 
a drink from the office bottle, smoked for half an hour and called 
again. This time I got him. 

I told him the score up to then, and said I hoped Anne had 
picked the right men. I told him about the apartment I had taken. 

"Do I get expenses?" I asked. 

"Five grand ought to cover the lot." 

"If I earn it and get it. I heard you had a quarter of a million," I 
said at a wild venture. 

"Could be, pal; but how do I get at it? The high boys know 
where it is. It'll have to cool a long time." 

I said that was all right. I had cooled a long time myself. Of 
course I didn't expect to get the four thousand, even if I brought the 
job off. Men like Ikky Rosenstein would steal their mother's gold 
teeth. There seemed to be a little good in him somewhere-but little 
was 

the operative word. 

I spent the next half hour trying to think of a plan. I couldn't 
think of one that looked promising. It was almost eight o'clock and 
I needed food. I didn't think the boys would move that night. Next 
morning they would drive past Ikky's place and scout the 
neighborhood. 

I was ready to leave the office when the buzzer sounded from 
the door of my waiting room. I opened the communicating door. A 
small tight-looking man was standing in the middle of the floor 
rocking on his heels with his hands behind his back. He smiled at 
me, but he wasn't good at it. He walked towards me. 

"You Marlowe?" 

"Who else? What can I do for you?" 

He was close now. He brought his right hand around fast with 
a gun in it. He stuck the gun in my stomach. 

"You can lay off Ikky Rosenstein," he said in a voice that 
matched his face, "or you can get your belly full of lead." 

He was an amateur. If he had stayed four feet away, he might 
have had something. I reached up and took the cigarette out of my 
mouth and held it carelessly. 
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"What makes you think I know any Ikky Rosenstein?" 

He laughed a high-pitched laugh and pushed his gun into my 
stomach. 

"Wouldn't you like to know?" The cheap sneer, the empty 
triumph of power when you hold a fat gun in a small hand. 

"It would be fair to tell me." 

As his mouth opened for another crack, I dropped the cigarette 
and swept a hand. I can be fast when I have to. There are boys that 
are faster, but drey don't stick guns in your stomach. I got my thumb 
behind the trigger and my hand over his. I kneed him in the groin. 
He bent over with a whimper. I twisted his arm to the right and I 
had his gun. I hooked a heel behind his heel and he was on the 
floor. He lay there blinking with surprise and pain, his knees drawn 
up against his stomach. He rolled from side to side groaning. I 
reached down and grabbed his left hand and yanked him to his 
feet. I had six inches and forty pounds on him. They ought to have 
sent a bigger, better trained messenger. 

"Let's go into my thinking parlor," I said. "We could have a 
chat and you could have a drink to pick you up. Next time don't get 
near enough to a prospect for him to get your gun hand. I'll just see 
if you have any more iron on you." 

He hadn't. I pushed him through the door and into a chair. His 
breath wasn't quite so rasping. He grabbed out a handkerchief and 
mopped at his face. 

"Next time," he said between his teeth. "Next time." 

"Don't be an optimist. You don't look the part." 

I poured him a drink of Scotch in a paper cup, set it down in 
front of him. I broke his 38 and dumped the cartridges into the desk 
drawer. I clicked the chamber back and laid the gun down. 

"You can have it when you leave-if you leave." 

"That's a dirty way to fight," he said, still gasping. 

"Sure. Shooting a man is so much cleaner. Now, how did you 
get here?" 

"Screw yourself." 

"Don't be a crumb. I have friends. Not many, but some. I can get 
you for armed assault, and you know what would happen then. 
You'd be out on a writ or on bail and that's the last anyone would 
hear of you. The biggies don't go for failures. Now who sent you 
and how did you know where to come?" 

"Ikky was covered," he said sullenly. "He's dumb. I trailed him 
here without no trouble at all. Why would he go see a private eye? 
People want to know." 
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"More." 


"Come to think of it, I don't have to get you for armed assault. I 
can smash it out of you right here and now." 

I got up from the chair and he put a flat hand out. 

"If I get knocked about, a couple of real tough monkeys will 
drop around. If I don't report back, same thing. You ain't holding 
no real high cards. They just look high," he said. 

"You haven't anything to tell. If this Ikky guy came to see me, 
you don't know why, nor whether I took him on. If he's a mobster, 
he's not my type of client." 

"He come to get you to try to save his hide." 

"Who from?" 

"That'd be talking." 

"Go right ahead. Your mouth seems to work fine. And tell the 
boys any time I front for a hood, that will be the day." 

You have to lie a little once in a while in my business. I was 
lying a little. "What's Ikky done to get himself disliked? Or would 
that be talking?" 

"You think you're a lot of man," he sneered, rubbing the place 
where I had kneed him. "In my league you wouldn't make pinch 
runner." 

I laughed in his face. Then I grabbed his right wrist and twisted 
it behind his back. He began to squawk. 1 reached into his breast 
pocket with my left hand and hauled out a wallet. I let him go. He 
reached for his gun on the desk and I bisected his upper arm with a 
hard cut. He fell into the customer's chair and grunted. 

"You can have your gun," I told him. "When I give it to you. 
Now be good or I'll have to bounce you just to amuse myself." 

In the wallet I found a driver's license made out to Charles 
Hickon. It did me no good at all. Punks of his type always have 
slangy pseudonyms. They probably called him Tiny, or Slim, or 
Marbles, or even just 'you'. I tossed the wallet back to him. It fell to 
the floor. He couldn't even catch it 

"Hell," I said," there must be an economy campaign on, if they 
sent you to do more than pick up cigarette butts," 

"Screw yourself." 

"All right, mug. Beat it back to the laundry. Here's your gun." 

He took it, made a business of shoving it into his waistband, 
stood up, gave me as dirty a look as he had in stock, and strolled to 
the door, nonchalant as a hustler with a new mink stole. He turned 
at the door and gave me the beady eye. 
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"Stay clean, tinhorn. Tin bends easy." 

With this blinding piece of repartee he opened the door and 
drifted out 

After a little while I locked my other door, cut the buzzer, made 
the office dark, and left. I saw no one who looked like a lifetaker. I 
drove to my house, packed a suitcase, drove to a service station 
where they were almost fond of me, stored my car and picked up a 
Hertz Chevrolet. I drove this to Poynter Street, dumped my suitcase 
in the sleazy apartment I had rented early in the afternoon, and 
went to dinner at Victor's. It was nine o'clock, too late to drive to 
Bay City and take Anne to dinner. She'd have cooked her own long 
ago. 

I ordered a double Gibson with fresh limes and drank it, and I 
was as hungry as a schoolboy. 

On the way back to Poynter Street 1 did a good deal of weaving 
in and out and circling blocks and stopping, with a gun on the seat 
beside me. As far as I could tell, no one was trying to tail me. 

I stopped on Sunset at a service station and made two calls 
from the box. I caught Bernie Ohls just as he was leaving to go 
home. 

"This is Marlowe, Bernie. We haven't had a fight in years. I'm 
getting lonely." 

"Well, get married. I'm chief investigator for the Sheriff s Office 
now. I rank acting-captain until I pass the exam. I don't hardly 
speak to private eyes." 

"Speak to this one. I could need help. I'm on a ticklish job where 
I could get killed." 

"And you expect me to interfere with the course of nature?" 

"Come off it, Bernie. I haven't been a bad guy. I'm trying to save 
an ex-mobster from a couple of executioners." 

"The more they mow each other down, the better I like it." 

"Yeah. If I call you, come running or send a couple of good 
boys. 

You'll have had time to teach them." 

We exchanged a couple of mild insults and hung up. I dialed 
Ikky Rosenstein. His rather unpleasant voice said: "Okay, talk." 

"Marlowe. Be ready to move out about midnight We've spotted 
your boy friends and they are holed up at the Beverly-Western. 
They won't move to your street tonight Remember, they don't know 
you've been tipped." 

"Sounds chancy." 

"Good God, it wasn't meant to be a Sunday School picnic. 
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You've been careless, Ikky. You were followed to my office. That 
cuts the time we have." 

He was silent for a moment I heard him breathing. "Who by?" 
he asked. 

"Some little tweezer who stuck a gun in my belly and gave me 
the trouble of taking it away from him. I can only figure why they 
sent a punk on the theory that they don't want me to know too 
much, in case I don't know it already." 

"You're in for trouble, friend." 

"When not? I'll come over to your place about midnight. Be 
ready. Where's your car?" 

"Out front." 

"Get it on a side street and make a business of locking it up. 
Where's the back door of your flop?" 

"In back. Where would it be? On the alley." 

"Leave your suitcase there. We walk out together and go to 
your car. We drive the alley and pick up the suitcase or cases." 

"Suppose some guy steals them?" 

"Yeah. Suppose you get dead. Which do you like better?" 

"Okay," he grunted. "I'm waiting. But we're taking big chances." 

"So do race drivers. Does that stop them? There's no way to get 
out but fast. Douse your lights about ten and rumple the bed well. It 
would be good if you could leave some baggage behind. Wouldn't 
look so planned." 

He grunted another okay and I hung up. The telephone box 
was well lighted outside. They usually are, at service stations. I 
took a good long gander around while I pawed over the collection 
of give away maps inside the station. I saw nothing to worry me. I 
took a map of San Diego just for the hell of it and got into my rent 
car. 

On Poynter I parked around the comer and went up to my 
second floor sleazy apartment'and sat in the dark watching from 
my window. I saw nothing to worry about. A couple of medium- 
class chippies came out of Ikky's apartment house and were picked 
up in a late model car. A man about Ikky's height and build went 
into the apartment house. Various people came and went. The street 
was fairly quiet. Since they put in the Hollywood Freeway nobody 
much uses the off-the-boulevard streets unless they live in the 
neighborhood. 

It was a nice fall night-or as nice as they get in Los Angeles' 
spoiled climate-clearish but not even crisp. I don't know what's 
happened to the weather in our overcrowded city but it's not the 
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weather I knew when I came to it. 

It seemed like a long time to midnight. I couldn't spot anybody 
watching anything, and no couple of quiet-suited men paged any 
of the six apartment houses available. I was pretty sure they'd try 
mine first when they came, and if Anne had picked the right men, 
and if anybody had come at all, and if the tweezer's message back 
to his bosses had done me any good or otherwise. In spite of the 
hundred ways Anne could be wrong, I had a hunch she was right 
The killers had no reason to be cagey if they didn't know Ikky had 
been warned. No reason but one. He had come to my office and 
been tailed there. But the Outfit, with all its arrogance of power, 
might laugh at the idea he had been tipped off or come to me for 
help. I was so small they would hardly be able to see me. 

At midnight I left the apartment, walked two blocks watching 
for a tail, crossed the street and went into Ikky's dive. There was no 
locked door, and no elevator. I climbed steps to the third floor and 
looked for his apartment I knocked lightly. He opened the door 
with a gun in his hand. He probably looked scared. 

There were two suitcases by the door and another against the 
far wall. I went over and lifted it. It was heavy enough. I opened it. 
It was unlocked. 

"You don't have to worry," he said. "Its got everything a guy 
could need for three-four nights, and nothing except some clothes 
that I couldn’t glom off in any ready to wear place." 

I picked up one of the other suitcases. "Lets stash this by the 
back door." 

"We can leave by the alley too." 

"We leave by the front door. Just in case we're covered-though 
I don't think so-we're just two guys going out together. Just one 
thing. Keep both hands in your coat pockets and the gun in your 
right. If anybody calls out your name behind you, turn fast and 
shoot. Nobody but a lifetaker will do it. I'll do the same." 

"I'm scared," he said in his rusty voice. 

"Me too, if it helpfc any. But we have to do it. If you're braced, 
they'll have guns in their hands. Don't bother asking them questions. 
They wouldn't answer in words. If it's just my small friend, we'll 
cool him and dump him inside the door. Got it?" 

He nodded, licking his lips. We carried die suitcases down and 
put them outside the back door. I looked along the alley. Nobody, 
and only a short distance to the side street. We went back in and 
along the hall to the front. We walked out on Poynter Street with all 
the casualness of a wife buying'her husband a birthday tie. 
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Nobody made a move. The street was empty. We walked around 
the comer to Ikky's rent car. He unlocked it. I went back with him for 
the suitcases. Not a stir. We put the suitcases in the car and started, 
up and drove to the next street. 

A traffic light not working, a boulevard stop or two, the entrance 
to the Freeway. There was plenty of traffic on it even at midnight. 
California is loaded with people going places and making speed to 
get there. If you don't drive eighty miles an hour, everybody passes 
you. If you do, you have to watch tire rear-view mirror for highway 
patrol cars. If s the rat race of rat races. 

Ikky did a quiet seventy. We reached the junction to Route 66 
and he took it. So far nothing. I stayed with him to Pomona. 

"This is far enough for me," I said. "I'll grab a bus back if there 
is one, or park myself in a motor court Drive to a service station and 
we'll ask for the bus stop. It should be close to the Freeway. Take us 
towards the business section." 

He did that and stopped midway of a block. He reached out his 
pocketbook, and held out four thousand-dollar bills to me. 

"I don't really feel I've earned all that. It was too easy." 

He laughed with a kind of wry amusement on his pudgy face. 
"Don't be a sap. I have it made. You didn't know what you was 
walking into. What's more, your troubles are just beginning. The 
Outfit has eyes and ears everywhere. Perhaps I'm safe if I'm damn 
careful. Perhaps I ain't as safe as I think I am. Either way, you did 
what I asked. Take the dough. I got plenty." 

I took it and put it away. He drove to an all-night service station 
and we were told where to find the bus stop. "There's a cross¬ 
country Greyhound at 2:25 a.m.," the attendant said, looking at a 
schedule. "They'll take you, if they got room." 

Ikky drove to the bus stop. We shook hands and he went gunning 
down tire road towards the Freeway. I looked at my watch and 
found a liquor store still open and bought a pint of Scotch. Then I 
found a bar and ordered a double with water. 

My troubles were just beginning, Ikky had said. He was so 
right. 

I got off at the Hollywood bus station, grabbed a taxi and drove 
to my office. I asked the driver to wait a few moments. At that time of 
night he was glad to. The colored night man let me into the building. 

"You work late, Mr. Marlowe. Butyou always did, didn't you?" 

"It's that sort of a business," I said. "Thanks, Jasper." 

Up in my office I pawed the floor for mail and found nothing 
but a longish narrowish box. Special Delivery, with a Glendale 
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postmark. 

I opened it. It contained nothing at all but a new freshly- 
sharpened yellow pencil, the mobster's mark of death. 

I didn't take it too hard. When they mean it, they don't send it to 
you. I took it as a sharp warning to lay off. There might be a beating 
arranged. From their point of view, that would be good discipline. 
"When we pencil a guy, any guy that tries to help him is in for a 
smashing." That could be the message. 

I thought of going to my house on Yucca Avenue. Too lonely. I 
thought of going to Anne's place in Bay City. Worse. If they got wise 
to her, real hoods would think nothing of raping her and then beating 
her up. 

It was the Poynter Street flop for me. Easily the safest place 
now. I went down to the waiting taxi and had him drive me to 
within three blocks of the so-called apartment house. I went upstairs, 
undressed and slept raw. Nothing bothered me but a broken spring. 
That bothered my back. I lay until 3:30 pondering the situation with 
my massive brain. I went to sleep with a gun under the pillow, 
which is a bad place to keep a gun when you have one pillow as 
thick and soft as a typewriter pad. It bothered me so I transferred it 
to my right hand. Practice had taught me to keep it there even in 
sleep. 

I woke up with the sun shining. I felt like a piece of spoiled 
meat. I struggled into the bathroom and doused myself with cold 
water and wiped off with a towel you couldn't have seen if you 
held it sideways. This was a really gorgeous apartment. All it needed 
was a set of Chippendale furniture to graduate it into the slum 
class. 

There was nothing to eat and if I went out, Miss-Nothing 
Marlowe might miss something. I had a pint of whiskey. I looked at 
it and smelled it, but I couldn't take it for breakfast, on an empty 
stomach, even if I could reach my stomach, which was floating 
around near the ceiling. I looked into the closets in case a previous 
tenant might have left a crust of bread in a hasty departure. Nope. I 
wouldn't have liked it anyhow, not even with whiskey on it. So I sat 
at the window. An hour of that and I was ready to bite a piece off a 
bellhop. 

I dressed and went around the comer to the rent car and drove 
to an eatery. The waitress was sore too. She swept a cloth over the 
counter in front of me and let me have the last customer's crumbs in 
my lap. 

"Look, sweetness," I said, "don't be so generous. Save the 
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crumbs for a rainy day. All I want is two eggs three minutes-no 
more-a slice of your famous concrete toast, a tall glass of tomato 
juice with a dash of Lee and Perrins, a big happy smile, and don't 
give anybody else any coffee. I might need it all." 

"I gota cold," she said. "Don'tpush me around. I might crack 
you one on the kisser." 

"I had a rough night too." 

She gave me a half-smile and went through the swing door 
sideways. It showed more of her curves, which were ample, even 
excessive. But I got the eggs the way I liked them. The toast had been 
painted with melted butter past its bloom. 

"No Lee and Perrins," she said, putting down the tomato juice. 
"How about a little Tabasco? We're fresh out of arsenic too." 

I used two drops of Tabasco, swallowed the eggs, drank two 
cups of coffee and was about to leave the toast for a tip, but I went 
soft and left a quarter instead. That really brightened her. It was a 
joint where you left a dime or nothing. Mostly nothing. 

Back on Poynter nothing had changed. I got to my window 
again and sat. At about 8:30 the man I had seen go into die apartment 
house across the way-the one with the same sort of height and 
build as Ikky-came out with a small briefcase and turned east. Two 
men got out of a dark blue sedan. They were of the same height and 
very quietly dressed and had soft hats pulled low over their 
foreheads. Each jerked out a revolver. 

"Hey, Ikky!" one of them called out 

The man turned. "So long, Ikky," the other man said. Gunfire 
racketed between the houses. The man crumpled and lay 
motionless. The two men rushed for their car and were off, going 
west. Halfway down the block I saw a Caddy pull out and start 
ahead of them. 

In no time at all they were completely gone. 

It was a nice swift clean job. The only thing wrong with it was 
that they hadn't given it enough time for preparation. 

They had shot the wrong man. 

I got out of there fast, almost as fast as the two killers. There was 
a smallish crowd grouped around the dead man. I didn't have to 
look at him to know he was dead-the boys were pros. Where he lay 
on the sidewalk on the other side of the street I couldn't see him; 
people were in the way. But I knew just how he would look and I 
already heard sirens in the distance. It could have been just the 
routine shrieking from Sunset, but it wasn't. So somebody had 
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telephoned. It was too early for the cops to be going to lunch. 

I strolled around the comer with my suitcase and jammed into 
the rent car and went away from there. The neighborhood was not 
my piece of shortcake any more. I could imagine the questions. 

"Just what took you over there, Marlowe? You got a flop of your 
own, ain't you?" 

"I was hired by an ex-mobster in trouble with the Outfit. They'd 
sent killers after him." 

"Don't tell us he was trying to go straight." 

"I don't know. But I liked his money." 

"Didn't do much to earn it, did you?" 

"I got him away last night. I don't know where he is now. I 
don't want to know." 

"You got him away?" 

"That's what I said." 

"Yeah-only he's in the morgue with multiple bullet wounds. 
Try something better. Or somebody's in die morgue." 

And on and on. Policeman's dialogue. It comes out of an old 
shoe box. What they say doesn't mean anything, what they ask 
doesn't mean anything. They just keep boring in until you are so 
exhausted you flip on some detail. Then they smile happily and rub 
their hands, and say: "Kind of careless there, weren't you? Let's 
start all over again." 

The less I had of that, the better. I parked in my usual parking 
slot and went up to the office. It was full of nothing but stale air. 
Every time I went into the dump itfeltmore and more tired. Why the 
hell hadn't I got myself a government job ten years ago? Make it 
fifteen years. I had brains enough to get a mail-order law degree. 
The country's full of lawyers that couldn't write a complaint 
without the book. 

So I sat in my office chair and disadmired myself. After a while 
I remembered die pencil. I made certain arrangements with a forty- 
five gun, more gun than I ever carry-too much weight. I dialed the 
Sheriffs Office and asked for Bemie Ohls. I got him. His voice was 
sour. 

"Marlowe. I'm in trouble-real trouble." 

"Why tell me?" he growled. "You must be used to it by now." 

“This kind of trouble you don't get used to. I'd like to come over 
and tell you." 

"You in the same office?" 

"The same." 

"Have to go over that way. I'll drop in." 
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He hung up. I opened two windows. The gentle breeze wafted 
a smell of coffee and stale fat to me from Joe's Eats next door. I hated 
it. I hated myself. I hated everything. 

Ohls didn't bother with my elegant waiting room. He rapped 
on my own door and I let him in. He scowled his way to the 
customer's chair. 

"Okay. Give." 

"Ever hear of a character named Ikky Rosenstein?" 

"Why would I? Record?" 

" An ex-mobster who got disliked by the mob. They put a pencil 
through his name and sent the usual two tough boys on a plane. He 
got tipped and hired me to help him get away." 

"Nice clean work." 

"Cut it out, Bemie." I lit a cigarette and blew smoke in his face. 
In retaliation he began to chew a cigarette. He never lit one. 

"Look," I went on. "Suppose the man wants to go straight and 
suppose he doesn't. He's entitled to his life as long as he hasn't 
killed anyone. He told me he hadn't." 

" And you believed the hood, huh? When do you start teaching 
Sunday School?" 

"I neither believed him nor disbelieved him. I took him on. There 
was no reason not to. A girl I know and I watched the planes 
yesterday. She spotted the boys and tailed them to a hotel. She was 
sure of what they were. They looked it right down to their black 
shoes. They got off the plane separately and then pretended to know 
each other and not to have noticed on the plane. This girl-" 

"Would she have a name?" 

"Only for you." 

"I'll buy, if she hasn't cracked any laws." 

"Her name is Anne Riordan. She lives in Bay City. Her father 
was once Chief of Police there. And don't say that makes him a 
crook, because he wasn't." 

"Uh-huh. Let's have the rest. Make a little time too." 

"I took an apartment opposite Ikky. The killers were still at the 
hotel. At midnight I got Ikky out and drove with him as far as 
Pomona. He went on in his rent car and I came back by Greyhound. 
I moved into the apartment on Poynter Street, right across from his 
dump." 

" Why-if he was already gone?" 

I opened the middle desk drawer and took out the nice sharp 
pencil. I wrote my name on a piece of paper and ran the pencil 
through it. 
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"Because someone sent me this. I didn't think they'd kill me, 
but I thought they planned to give me enough of a beating to warn 
me off any more pranks." 

"They knew you were in on it?" 

"Ikky was tailed here by a little squirt who later came around 
and stuck a gun in my stomach. I knocked him around a bit, but I 
had to let him go. I thought Poynter Street was safer after that. I live 
lonely." 

"I get around," Bemie Ohls said. "I hear reports. So they gunned 
the wrong guy." 

"Same height, same build, same general appearance. I saw them 
gun him. I couldn't tell if it was the two guys from the Beveriy- 
Westem. I'd never seen them. It was just two guys in dark suits with 
hats pulled down. They jumped into a blue Pontiac sedan, about 
two years old, and lammed off, with a big Caddy running crash for 
them." 

Bemie stood up and stared at me for a long moment. "I don't 
think they'll bother with you now," he said. "They've hit the wrong 
guy. The mob will be very quiet for a while. You know something? 
This town is getting to be almost as lousy as New York, Brooklyn 
and Chicago. We could end up real corrupt." 

"We've made a hell of a good start." 

"You haven't told me anything that makes me take action, Phil. 
I'll talk to the city homicide boys. I don't guess you're in any trouble. 
But you saw the shooting. They'll want that." 

"I couldn't identify anybody, Bemie. I didn't know the man 
who was shot. How did you know it was the wrong man?" 

"You told me, stupid." 

"I thought perhaps the city boys had a make on him." 

"They wouldn't tell me, if they had. Besides, they ain't hardly 
had time to go out for breakfast. He's just a stiff in the morgue to 
them until the ID comes up with something. But they'll want to talk 
to you, Phil. They just love their tape recorders." 

He went out and the door whooshed shut behind him. I sat 
there wondering whether I had been a dope to talk to him. Or to take 
Ikky's troubles on. Five thousand green men said no. But they can 
be wrong too. 

Somebody banged on my door. It was a uniform holdihg a 
telegram. I receipted for it and tore it loose. 

It said: "On my way to Flagstaff. Mirador Motor Court. Think 
I've been spotted. Come fast." 

I tore the wire into small pieces and burned them in my big ash 
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tray. 

I called Anne Riordan. 

"Funny thing happened," I told her, and told her about the 
funny thing. 

"I don't like the pencil," she said. "And I don't like the wrong 
man being killed, probably some poor bookkeeper in a cheap 
business or he wouldn't be living in that neighborhood. You should 
never have touched it, Phil." 

"Ikky had a life. Where he's going he might make himself decent. 
He can change his name. He must be loaded or he wouldn’t have 
paid me so much." 

"I said I didn't like tire pencil. You'd better come down here for 
a while. You can have your mail re-addressed-if you get any mail. 
You don't have to work rightaway anyhow. And LA is oozing with 
private eyes." 

"You don't get the point. I'm not through with the job. The city 
dicks have to know where I am, and if they do, all the crime beat 
reporters will know too. The cops might even decide to make me a 
suspect. Nobody who saw the shooting is going to put out a 
description that means anything. The American people know better 
than to be witnesses to gang killings." 

"All right, loud brain. But my offer stands." 

The buzzer sounded in the outside room. I told Anne I had to 
hang up. I opened the communicating door and a well-dressed-I 
might say elegantly dressed-middle-aged man stood six feet inside 
tire outer door. He had a pleasantly dishonest smile on his face. He 
wore a white Stetson and one of those narrow ties that go through 
an ornamental buckle. His cream-colored flannel suit was 
beautifully tailored. 

He lit a cigarette with a gold lighter and looked at me over the 
first puff of smoke. 

"Mr. Marlowe?" 

I nodded. 

"I'm Foster Grimes from Las Vegas. I run the Rancho Espcranza 
on South Fifth. 1 hear you got a little involved with a man named 
Ikky Rosenstein." 

"Won'tyou come in?" 

He strolled past me into my office. His appearance told me 
nothing. A prosperous man who liked or felt it good business to 
look a bit western. You see them by the dozen in the Palm Springs 
winter season. His accent told me he w T as an eastener, but not New 
England. New York or Baltimore, likely. Long Island, the Berkshires- 
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no, too far front the city. 

I showed him the customer's chair with a flick of the wrist and 
sat down in my antique swivel-squeaker. I waited. 

"Where is Ikky now, if you know?" 

"I don't know, Mr. Grimes." 

"How come you messed with him?" 

"Money." 

"A damned good reason." he smiled. "How far did it go?" 

"I helped him leave town. I'm telling you this, although I don't 
know who the hell you are, because I've already told an old friend- 
enemy of mine, a top man in the Sheriff s Office." 

"What's a friend-enemy?" 

"Law men don't go around kissing me, but I've known him for 
years, and we are as much friends as a private star can be with a 
law man." 

"I told you who I was. We have a unique set-up in Vegas. We 
own the place except for one lousy newspaper editor who keeps 
climbing our backs and the backs of our friends. We let him live 
because letting him live makes us look better than knocking him off. 
Killings are not good business any more." 

"Like Ikky Rosenstein." 

"That's not a killing. If s an execution. Ikky got out of line." 

"So your gun boys had to rub die wrong guy. They could have 
hung around a littie to make sure." 

"They would have, if you'd keptyour nose where it belonged. 
They hurried. We don't appreciate that. We want cool efficiency." 

"Who's this great big fat 'we' you keep talking about?" 

"Don't go juvenile on me, Marlowe." 

"Okay. Let's say I know." 

"Here's what we want." He reached into his pocket and drew 
out a loose bill. He put it on the desk on his side. "Find Ikky and tell 
him to get back in line and everything is oke. With an innocent 
bystander gunned, we don't want any trouble or any extra publicity. 
It's that simple. You get this now," he nodded at the bill. It was a 
grand. Probably the smallest bill they had. "And another when you 
find Ikky and give him the message. If he holds out-curtains." 

"Suppose I say take you goddam grand and blow your nose 
with it?" 

"That would be unwise." He flipped out a Colt Woodsman 
with a short silencer on it. A Colt Woodsman will take one without 
jamming. He was fast too, fast and smooth. The genial expression 
on his face didn't change. 
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"I never left Vegas," he said calmly. "I can prove it. You're dead 
in your office chair and nobody knows anything. Just another private 
eye that tried the wrong pitch. Put your hands on the desk and 
think a little. Incidentally, I'm a crack shot even with this damned 
silencer." 

"Just to sink a little lower in the social scale, Mr. Grimes, I ain't 
putting no hands on no desk. But tell me about this." 

I flipped the nicely sharpened pencil across to him. He grabbed 
for it after a swift change of the gun to his left hand-very swift. He 
held the pencil up so that he could look at it without taking his eyes 
off me. 

I said: "Itcame to me by Special Delivery mail. Nomessage, no 
return address. Just the pencil. Think I've never heard about the 
pencil, Mr. Grimes?" ' 

He frowned and tossed the pencil down. Before he could shift 
his long lithe gun back to his right hand I dropped mine under the 
desk and grabbed the butt of the .45 and put my finger hard on the 
trigger, 

"Look under the desk, Mr. Grimes. You'll see a .45 in an op’en- 
end holster. It's fixed there and it's pointing at your belly. Even if 
you could shoot me through the heart the .45 would still go off from 
a convulsive movement of my hand. And your belly would be 
hanging by a shred and you would be knocked out of that chair. A 
.45 slug can throw you back six feet. Even the movies learned that at 
last. 

"Looks like a Mexican stand-off," he said quietly. He bolstered 
his gun. He grinned. "Nice smooth work, Marlowe. We could use 
you. But it's a long long time for you and no time at all to us. Find 
Ikky and don't be a drip. He'll listen to reason. He doesn't really 
want to be on the run for the rest of his life. We'd trace him 
eventually." 

"Tell me something, Mr. Grimes. Why pick on me? Apart from 
Ikky, what did I ever do to make you dislike me?" 

Not moving, he thought a moment or pretended to. "The Larsen 
case. You helped send one of our boys to the gas chamber. That we 
don't forget. We had you in mind as a fall guy for Ikky. You'll 
always be a fall guy, unless you play it our way. Something will hit 
you when you least expect it." 

"A man in my business is always a fall guy Mr. Grimes. Pick up 
your grand and drift out quietly. I might decide to do it your way, 
but I have to think. As for the Larsen case, the cops did all the work. 
I just happened to know where he was. I don't guess you miss him 
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terribly." 

"We don't like interference." He stood up. He put the grand 
note casually back in his pocket. While he was doing it I let go of the 
.45 and jerked out my Smith and Wesson five-inch .38. 

He looked at it contemptuously. "I'll be in Vegas, Marlowe. In 
fact I never left Vegas. You can catch me at the Espcranza. No, we 
don't give a damn about Larsen personally. Just another gun 
handler. They come in gross lots. We do give a damn that some 
punk private eye fingered him." 

He nodded and went out by my office door. 

I did some pondering. I knew Ikky wouldn't go back to the 
Outfit. He wouldn't trust them enough if he got the chance. But 
there was another reason now. I called Anne Riordan again. 

"I'm going to look for Ikky. I have to. If I don't call you in three 
days, get hold of Bemie Ohls. I'm going to Flagstaff, Arizona. Ikky 
says he will be there." 

"You're a fool," she wailed. "It's some sort of trap." 

"A Mr. Grimes of Vegas visited me with a silenced gun. I beat 
him to the punch, but I won't always be that lucky. If I find Ikky and 
report to Grimes, the mob will let me alone." 

"You'd condemn a man to death?" Her voice was sharp and 
incredulous. 

"No. He won't be there when I report. He'll have to hop a plane 
to Montreal, buy forged papers-Montreal is almost as crooked as 
we are-and plane to Europe. He may be fairly safe there. But the 
Outfit has long arms and Ikky will have a damned dull life staying 
alive. He hasn't any choice. For him its either hide or get the pencil." 

"So clever of you, darling. What about your own pencil?" 

"If they meant it, they wouldn'thave sent it. Just a bit of scare 
technique." 

"And you don't scare, you wonderful handsome brute." 

"I scare. But it doesn't paralyze me. So long. Don't take any 
lovers until I get back." 

"Damn you, Marlowe!" 

She hung up on me. I hung up on myself. 

Saying the wrong thing is one of my specialties. 

I beat it out of town before the homicide boys could hear about 
me. Itwould take them quite a while to geta lead. And Bemie Ohls 
wouldn't give a city dick a used paper bag. The Sheriff's men and 
the City Police co-operate about as much as two tomcats on a fence. 

I made Phoenix by evening and parked myself in a motor court 
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on the outskirts. Phoenix was damned hot. The motor court had a 
dining room so I had dinner. I collected some quarters and dimes 
from the cashier and shut myself in a phone booth and started to 
call the Mirador in Flagstaff. How silly could I get? Ikky might be 
registered under any name from Cohen to Cordileone, from Watson 
to Woichehovski. I called anyway and got nothing but as much of a 
smile as you can get on the phone. So I asked for a room the following 
night. Not a chance unless someone checked out, but they would 
put me down for a cancellation or something. Flagstaff is too near 
the Grand Canyon. Ikky must have arranged in advance. That was 
something to ponder too. 

I bought a paperback and read it. I set my alarm watch for 6:30. 
The paperback scared me so badly that 1 put two guns under my 
pillow. It was about a guy who bucked the hoodlum boss of 
Milwaukee and got beaten up every fifteen minutes. I figured that 
his head and face would be nothing but a piece of bone with a strip 
of skin hanging from it. But in the next chapter he was as gay as a 
meadow lark. Then I asked myself why I was reading this drivel 
when I could have been memorizing The Brothers Karamasov. Not 
knowing any good answers, I turned the light out and went to 
sleep. At 6.301 shaved and showered and had breakfast and took 
off for Flagstaff. I got there by lunchtime, and there was Ikky in the 
restaurant eating mountain trout. I sat down across from him. He 
looked surprised to see me. 

I ordered mountain trout and ate it from the outside in, which is 
the proper way. Boning spoils it a little. 

"What gives?" he asked me with his mouth full. A delicate 
eater. 

"You read the papers?" 

"Just the sporting section." 

"Let's go to your room and talk about it. There's more than 
that." 

We paid for our lunches and went along to a nice double. The 
motor courts are getting so good that they make a lot of hotels look 
cheap. We sat down and lit cigarettes. 

"The two hoods got up too early and went over to Poynter 
Street. They parked outside your apartment house. They hadn't 
been briefed carefully enough. They shota guy who looked a little 
like you." 

"That's a hot one," he grinned. "But the cops will find out, and 
the Outfit will find out. So the tag for me stays on." 

"You must think I'm dumb," I said. "I am." 
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"I thought you did a first class job, Marlowe. What 7 s dumb 
about that?" 

"Whatjobdidldo?" 

"You got me out of there pretty slick." 

" Anything about it you couldn't have done yourself?" 

"With luck-no. But it's nice to have a helper." 

"You mean sucker." 

His face tightened. And his rusty voice growled. "I don't catch. 
And give me back some of that five grand, will you? I'm shorter 
than I thought." 

" I' 11 give it back to you when you find a hummingbird in a salt 
shaker." 

"Don't be like that," he almost sighed, and flicked a gun into 
his hand. I didn't have to flick. I was holding one in my side pocket. 

" I oughtn't to have boobed off," I said. "Put the heater away. It 
doesn't pay any more than a Vegas slot machine." 

"Wrong. Them machines pay the jackpot every so often. 
Otherwise-no customers." 

"Every so seldom, you mean. Listen, and listen good." 

He grinned. His dentist was tired waiting for him. 

"The set-up intrigued me," I went on, debonair as Milo Vance 
in a Van Dyne story and a lot brighter in the head. "First off, could 
it be done? Second, if it could be done, where would I be? But 
gradually I saw the little touches that flaw the picture. Why would 
you come to me at all? The Outfit isn't that naive. Why would they 
send a little punk like this Charles Hickon or whatever name he 
uses on Thursdays? Wiry would an old hand like you let anybody 
trail you to a dangerous connection?" 

"You slay me, Marlowe. You're so bright I could find you in the 
dark. You're so dumb you couldn'tsee a red white and blue giraffe. 
I bet you were back there in your unbrain emporium playing with 
that five grand like a cat with a bag of catnip. I bet you were kissing 
the notes." 

"Not after you handled them. They why the pencil that was 
sent to me? Big dangerous threat. It re-inforced the rest. But like I 
told your choir boy from Vegas, they don't send them when they 
mean them. By the way, he had a gun too. A Woodsman .22 with a 
silencer. I had to make him put it away. He was nice about that. He 
started waving grands at me to find out where you were and tell 
him. A well-dressed, nice looking frontman for a pack of dirty rats. 
The Women's Christian Temperance Association and some 
bootlicking politicians gave them the money to be big, and they 



BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


learned how to use it and make it grow. Now they're pretty well 
unstoppable. Bu t they're still a pack of dirty rats. And they're always 
where they can't make a mistake. That's inhuman. Any man has a 
right to a few mistakes. Not the rats. They have to be perfect all the 
time. Or else they gel stuck with you ." 

"I don't know what the hell you're talking about. I just know 
it's too long." 

"Well, allow me to put it in English. Some poor jerk from the 
East Side gets involved with the lower echelons of a mob. You know 
what an echelon is, Ikky?" 

"I been in the Army," he sneered. 

"He grows up in the mob, but he's not all rotten. He's not rotten 
enough. So he tries to break loose. He comes out here and gets himself 
a cheap job of some sort and changes his name or names and lives 
quietly in a cheap apartment house. But the mob by now has agents 
in many places. Somebody spots him and recognizes him. It might 
be a pusher, a front man for a bookie joint, a night girl, even a cop 
that's on the take. So the mob, or call them the Outfit, say through 
their cigar smoke: 'Ikky can't do this to us. It's a small operation 
because he's small. But it annoys us. Bad for discipline. Call a couple 
of boys and have them pencil him." But what boys do they call? A 
couple they're tired of. Been around too long. Might make a mistake 
or get chilly toes. Perhaps they like killing. That's bad too. That 
makes recklessness. The best boys are the ones that don't care either 
way. So although they don't know it, the boys they call are on their 
way out. But it would be kind of cute to frame a guy they already 
don't like, for fingering a hood named Larsen. One of these puny 
little jokes the Outfit takes big. "Look guys, we even got time to play 
footies with a private eye. Jesus, we can do anything. We could even 
suck our thumbs.' So they send a ringer." 

"The Torri brothers ain't ringers. They're real hard boys. They 
proved it-even if they did make a mistake." 

Mistake nothing. They got Ikky Rcsenstein. You're just a singing 
commercial in this deal. And as of now you're under arrest for 
murder. You're worse off than that. The Outfit will habeas corpus 
you out of the clink and blow you down. You've served your purpose 
and you failed to finger me into a patsy." 

His finger tightened on the trigger. I shot tire gun out of his 
hand. My gun in my coat pocket was small, but at that distance 
accurate. And it was one of my days to be accurate myself. 

He made a faint moaning sound and sucked at his hand. I went 
over and kicked him hard in the chest. Being nice to killers is not 
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part of my repertoire. He went over backwards and sideways and 
stumbled four or five steps. I picked up his gun and held it on him 
while I tapped all the places-not just pockets or holsters-where a 
man could stash a second gun. He was clean-that way anyhow. 

"Whatare you trying to do to me?" he said whiningly. "I paid 
you. You're clear. I paid you damn well." 

"We both have problems there. Yours is to stay alive." I took a 
pair of cuffs out of my pocket and wrestled his hands behind him 
and snapped them on. His hand was bleeding. I tied his show 
handkerchief around it. I went to the telephone. 

Flagstaff was big enough to have a police force. The DA might 
even have his office there. This was Arizona, a poor state, relatively. 
The cops might even be honest. 

I had to stick around for a few days, but I didn't mind that as 
long as I could have trout caught eight or nine thousand feet up. I 
called Anne and Bemie Ohls. I called my answering service. Hie 
Arizona DA was a young keen-eyed man and the Chief of Police 
was one of the biggest men I ever saw. 

I got back to LA in time and took Anne to Romanoff's for dinner 
and champagne. 

"What I can't see," she said over a third glass of bubbly, "is 
why they dragged you into it, why they set up the fake Ikky 
Rosenstein. Why didn't they just let the two lifetakers do their job?" 

"I couldn't really say. Unless the big boys feel so safe they're 
developing a sense of humor. And unless this Larsen guy that went 
to the gas chamber was bigger than he seemed to be. Only three or 
four important mobsters have made the electric chair or the rope or 
the gas chamber. None that I know of in the life-imprisonment states 
like Michigan. If Larsen was bigger than anyone thought, they might 
have had my name on a waiting list." 

"But why wait?" she asked me. "They'd go after you quickly." 

"They can afford to wait Who's going to bother them-Kefauver? 
He did his best, but do you notice any change in the set-up-except 
when they make one themselves?" 

"Costello?" 

"Income tax rap-like Capone. Capone may have had several 
hundred men killed, and killed a few of them himself, personally. 
But it took the Internal Revenue boys to get him. The Outfit won't 
make that mistake often." 

"What I like about you, apart from your enormous personal 
charm is that when you don't know an answer you make one up." 

"The money worries me/' I said. "Five grand of their dirty money. 
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What do I do with it?" 

"Don't be a jerk all your life. You earned the money and you 
risked your life for it. You can buy Series E Bonds. They'll make the 
money clean. And to me that would be part of the joke." 

"You tell me one good reason why they pulled the switch." 

"You have more of a reputation than you realize. And how 
would it be if the false Ikky pulled the switch? He sounds like one of 
these overclever types that can't do anything simple." "The Outfit 
will get him for making his own plans-if you're right." "If the DA 
doesn't. And I couldn't care less about what happens to him. More 
champagne, please." 

They extradited "Ikky" and he broke under pressure and named 
the two gunmen-after I had already named them, the Torri brothers. 
But nobody could find them. They never went home. And you can't 
prove conspiracy on one man. The law couldn't even get him for 
accessory after the fact. They couldn't prove he knew the real Ikky 
had been gunned. 

They could have got him for some trifle, but they had a better 
idea. They left him to his friends. They turned him loose. 

Where is he how? My hunch says nowhere. 

Anne Riordan was glad it was all over and I was safe. Safe-that 
isn't a word you use in my trade. 



STEPHEN MARLOWE 

(b. 1928) 


Wanted —Dead and Alive 

(Chester Drum) 


I was drinking an ouzo-and-water on the aft deck of the car- 
ferry Hellas and watching the lights of Brindisi fade into the 
Mediterranean darkness when a stocky figure came toward me, 
lurching slightly with the ship's roll. 

"Whatthe hell are you doing aboard?" I said. 

"Did I ever say I wouldn't be?" 

"Wife see you yet?" I asked. 

"In the lounge. A real touching scene. She was looped. As 
usual." 

That made two of them, I thought. Sabastian Spinner's lurch 
hadn't been all ship's roll. He was gripping the rail hard with both 
hands to keep the deck from tilting. 

"What about the hired gun?" 

"Christ, no. If he’s aboard, I haven't made him." Spinner sighed 
ruefully. "Provided I remember what the sonofabitch looks like." A 
foghorn tooted in the bay, sounding derisive. 

Sebastian Spinner was producer-director of Lucrezia Borgia, 
which was being filmed on location all over Italy. Twenty-five 
million bucks, not Spinner's money, had been pumped into it so far. 
The studio was near bankruptcy, the picture still wasn't finished 
and never would be if Spinner's wife kept wandering all over the 
map, with or without whatever stud struck her fancy at the moment. 

It seemed even less likely that the picture would be finished if 
Spinner's wife, Carole Frazer, who was playing La Lucrezia, wound 
up dead on the twenty-six hour steamer trip between Brindisi, Italy, 
and Patras, Greece. Neither Spinner nor I would make book that 
she wouldn't. Spinner had hired a Neapolitan killer to hit her in the 
head. 

I'd first bumped into Sebastian Spinner in Rome a couple of 
weeks ago, when I'd blown myself to a vacation after the Axel Spade 
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case. It was a party, the kind they throw in Cinecita or Hollywood, 
where somebody dressed to the earlobes always gets tossed into the 
pool, where an unknown starlet named Simonetta or something 
like that peels to the waist to prove her astonishing abundancy and 
where guys like me, if their luck is running bad, get hired by guys 
like Sebastian Spinner. 

"Drum?" he'd said, scooping a couple of martinis off a tray 
and handing me one. "That wouldn’t be Chester Drum?” 

I admitted my guilt. 

"The private dick?" 

"Not very private if you keep shouting it like that." 

Spinner laughed phlegmily and clamped my arm with a small, 
soft hand. He was a stocky bald man, and his face and .pate were 
shiny with sweat. 

"They say you're the best in the business," he said, and added 
modestly: "I'm the best in my business. Sweetheart, if we get together 
it could be you' re gonna save my life. Though sometimes I ain't to 
sure it's worth the trouble." Spinner was alternately egotistic and 
self-deprecating, a typical Hollywood type who made me glad I 
usually worked out of Washington, D.C. 

He steered me outside and we drove off into the hot Roman 
night in his low-slung Facel Vega. He said nothing until we'd parked 
on the Via Veneto and took a curb-side table at Doney's. 

"Somebody's gonna hit my wife in the head," he said then. 
"Christ, they kill her and there goes Lucrezia Borgia, not to mention 
twenty-five million bucks of Worldwide Studio money. If that 
happens, they wouldn't give me a job sweeping out the latrine of 
the second unit of one of those goddam grade Z epics made with die 
Yugoslav army." 

I asked:" How do you know somebody's going to kill your wife, 
Mr. Spinner?" I asked it politely, the way you do with a loquacious 
drunk. 

Spinner recognized my point of view and didn’t like it. "On 
account of I hired the guy," he said indignantly, and then I was all 

A few days before, while they were shooting on location outside 
of Naples, Spinner had gone up to Vomero on a bat. You couldn't 
blame him. His wife was sleeping witii Philip Stanley, her leading 
man, and everybody knew it. 

"I was sitting in diis trattoria in Vomero," Spinner said. "I was 
gassed to the eyeballs, and all of a sudden it was like that Hitchcock 
gimmick where two guys meet on a train and... You remember the 
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film, don't you? 

"Well, I met me a mafiosa type and we started in to talking. I 
ain't usually the jealous type. Merde, I been married six times, what 7 s 
an extra-curricular roll in the hay more or less matter, it's a free 
country, I get yens too. But Carole's been spreading it around and 
her middle name ain’t exactly discretion and this Stanley bastard 
practically rubs my face in it. No dame's gonna make Sebastian 
Spinner wear neon horns. 

"That's what I tell the mafiosa type, and he nods his head and 
listens, and pretty soon, like. I'm foaming at the mouth, and finally 
I shut up. That's when he says, 'For five thousand dollars American 
I will kill her,’ and that's when I say, 'For five thousand dollars 
American you got yourself a deal,' and he swifty cons me into giving 
him half of it in advance walks out of the trattoria after I tell him 
when the best time to hit Carole in the head would be." 

"When would it be?" 

He told me about her up-coming trip to Greece. "On the boat," 
he said. "They got a ferry drat runs from Brindisi to Patras. Carole 
hates to fly." 

I watched the traffic swarming along the Via Veneto and being 
swallowed by the Pinciana Gate. "I take it you sort of changed your 
mind." 

"You bet your sweet life I did. What goes with Lucrezia Borgia if 
Carole gets hit in the head? You tell me that, pal." 

"Okay, call your gun off. What do you need me for?" 

"I can't call him off." 

That got a raised eyebrow from me. 

"I don't even know his goddam name. I'm not sure what 
trattoria in Vomero it was and he had a face like all the other little 
swifties who'll sell their own sisters for a thousand lira in Naples. 
Kee-rist, I need a drink." 

" Maybe he just let you talk yourself out of twenty-five hundred 
bucks," I suggested. "What makes you so sure he intends to go 
through with it?" 

"Nothing, sweetheart," Spinner admitted with a slightly sick 
smile. "Nothing at all. Maybe he is laughing up his sleeve down in 
Vomero. Don't you think I know that?" 

"So?" 

"So maybe on the other hand he ain't." 

I went down to Naples for a few days and prowled all the dives 
in V omero without any luck. I got to Brindisi half an hour before the 
Hellas sailed. Now, on the aft deck of the car ferry, I told Spinner: 
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"Look. Sober up and stay that way. I'll watch your wife, but if 
the guy's abroad maybe you'll recognize him." 

A voice, not Spinner's, said: "I say, old man, don't you feel a bit 
of a horse's ass following us?" and a man joined us at the rail. In 
the light streaming through the portholes of the lounge, I recognized 
Philip Stanley. He was a big guy, about my size, in a navy blue 
blazer with gold buttons and a pair of gray flannel slacks. He had a 
hard, handsome face going a little heavy in the jowls, and his eyes 
held that look of smug, inbred self-satisfaction they seem to give out 
along with the diplomas at Eton and Harrow and the other public 
schools that turn out the members of the British Establishment. 
Actually, he had grown up in a Birmingham slum, and it had taken 
him all his life to cultivate that look of supercilious disdain. 

"Sweetheart," Spinner said, "I never dreamed Carole would 
pack her playmate for the trip. Maybe she's slipping if she don't 
think she can do better in Greece. A lot better. They're pretty torrid 
in the sack, those Greeks, what I hear." 

Stanley laughed. "Better than you she can always do, at any 
rate. But tell me, old boy," he asked dryly, "would you be speaking 
about those Greeks from personal experience?" 

Spinner took a drunken, clumsy swing athim. Evading iteasily, 
Stanley grabbed his wrist and levered the plump man a few 
staggering steps along the deck before letting go. Spinner fell down 
and leaped up again as if he had springs in his shoes. 

I got between them, and Spinner said gratefully, "Hold me back. 
Drum. Hold me back, sweetheart. Every mark I put on his face'll 
cost Worldwide half a million bucks." 

Stanley snickered, and neatly turned his broad back, and 
walked away along the rail. Spinner shuffled toward the door to 
the lounge. I lit a cigarette and followed the Englishman. A few 
more minutes away from Carole Frazer wouldn't hurt. Spinner 
would have the sense to keep an eye on her until I showed up. 

"Got a few minutes?" I asked Stanley. 

"Twenty-five hours to Patras," he said, leaning both elbows on 
the rail and staring down at the frothy white wake. "But just who 
are you?" 

"Drum," I said crisply. "Worldwide front office." 

"I never heard of you." 

"You're not supposed to-until I land on you with both feet." 

"Meaning?" 

"Meaning if I can't get some assurance Lucrezia '11 be in the 
cutter's room inside of six months, the front office is half-inclined to 
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chuck the whole works." 

Stanley straightened and turned suddenly in my direction. He 
looked worried. "Are you serious?" 

"Sure I am,” I said. Though with his rugged Anglo-Saxon good 
looks Philip Stanley was aboutas far from a hungry little Neapolitan 
killer as you could get, the more I knew about the principals in the 
case the better I'd be able to handle whatever developed. "The 
director's been throwing a bat all the way from tire Italian Alps to 
Callabria and between takes the stars go hop-scotching from bed to 
bed all over Europe. You think maybe Worldwide's wild about 
that?" 

"I'll admit I've slept with Carole," Stanley said, "but-" 

" Admit it? Hell, everybody knows it." 

"But I had hoped to keep her somewhat closer to the set by 
doing it." 

"That's what 1 like about you box-office big-shots. Your 
modesty." 

"I am afraid you misunderstand," Stanley said, and a tortoni 
wouldn't have melted in his mou th." Na tu rally I've gotten a certain 
amount of publicity as Carole's leading man, but I am not, as you 
put it, a box-office big-shot. I will be, if we ever finish L ucrezia. 
Otherwise I'll just be another not-quite-matinee-idol knocking at 
the back doors of Cinecita for work." 

Him and Sebastian Spinner both, I drought. The only one who 
didn't seem to mind was Carole Frazer. 

" Damn it all," he went on, "why d'you think we're languishing 
a year behind schedule? Because I've slept with Carole? That's 
nonsense, old boy. I don't have to tell you the woman's a 
nymphomaniac, if a lovely one. But if it isn't me then it's someone 
else, and that's only the half of it. Carole was rushed to London 
three times for emergency medical treatment, and each time as I also 
don't have to tell you it was some psychosomatic foolishness. Why, 
she's only appeared in half a dozen crucial scenes so far, close-ups, 
and virtually every far shot's been done by her stand-in. We have a 
great deal more footage of the stand-in than we do of Carole. If you 
doubt my word, ask Spinner. And Dawn Sibley's no mere double, 
she's a fine actress in her own right. Sometimes I think it would be 
simpler all around if we were to chuck Carole and let Dawn do 
Utcrezia. I don't stand alone. Ask around, old boy, and then tell that 
to tire front office. Most of us want to see this film completed as 
much as vou do. But unfortunately it was conceived as a vehicle for 
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After that long tirade, he had nothing else to say. I watched him 
walk across the deck and inside. For a little while I listened to the 
rush of water under the hull-plates. Brindisi was a faint and distant 
line of light. Overhead a gull, nailed in silhouette against the starlit 
sky, screamed and flapped its wings once. When I looked again, 
only a glow remained on the horizon in the direction of Brindisi. I 
carried my empty ouzo glass to the lounge. 

At a big table near the bar, Carole Frazer was holdiiig court. She 
was wearing black tapered slacks and a pssisley blouse that fondled 
her high breasts without hugging them lasciviously. A casual lock 
of her blond hair had fallen across her right eye and right cheek. A 
languid smile that did not quite part her moist red lips was the 
reward her suitors got. 

There were about a dozen of them, most of them dark and slender 
Italians and Greeks with intense eyes and gleaming teeth. Any one 
of them, I realized, could have been Sebastian Spinner's little swifty 
from Vomero. He'd be as easy to single outas a fingerling in a fish 
hatchery. 

“Ouzo," I told the barman, and he poured the anis-flavored 
liquor and added enough water to turn it milky. His hand was not 
steady on the carafe, and he sloshed a little water on the bar. In the 
world that Hollywood made, Carole Frazer was an institution. He 
was staring at her bugeyed. I couldn't blame him. Seen close, her 
blond beauty was really scorching. 

Spinner sat alone at a table nearby. He was drinking Scotch 
and darting small, anxious glances at the men clustered around his 
wife. Each time he'd shake his head slightly, and his eyes would 
flick on like a snake's tongue. He had trouble keeping his head off 
the table. He was very drunk. 

I went over to him and sat down. "Any luck?" 

"Nope. Maybe he's here. Maybe not. I can't tell them apart, 
bunch a goddam Chinamen." 

"Lay off the sauce," I suggested, "and you won't see double." 

Carole Frazer called across to us in her throaty purr of a voice. 
"Mister, if you can make him do that, you're a better man than his 
psychiatrist. Who are you?" 

"I'm his new psychiatrist," I said, and she laughed, and then 
she lost interest in us as the dark heads bobbed and the white teeth 
flashed all around her. She lapped up male adulation the way a 
thirsty kitten laps up milk. 

Pretty soon Spinner told me, "Gonna hit the sack. It's no use. 
You’ll keep an eye on her?" 
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I said that was why I was here, and he lurched across the lounge 
toward the companionway that led to the Hellas de luxe staterooms. 
A while later Carole Frazer got up and stretched like a cat, every 
muscle of her lithe body getting into the act. The Italians and Greeks 
went pop-eyed, watching. She patted the nearest dark head, said, 
"Down, boy," and, "Arrivederci" and went in the direction her 
husband had gone. But that didn't necessarily mean she was going 
to find him. After all, her leading man Philip Stanley was aboard 
too. 

Finishing my ouzo, I went in search of the purser's office. It was 
located in the first class entrance foyer. A kid in a white uniform sat 
there reading a letter and sighing. 

"What's the number of Carole Frazer's stateroom?" I asked 
him. 

"Kyros," he said smoothly, "the next time you see the lady, 
why not ask her?" 

He smiled. I smiled and studied half a dozen travel brochures 
spread out on the counter. I picked one of them up. In English, 
French and Italian it described the delights of a motor trip that 
could be made from Athens to Delphi and back in a day. 

"How much?" I asked. 

"Depending on whether you wish a chauffeur or a self-drive 
car, kyros-" 

"No. I mean the brochure." 

"That is free, kyros, compliments of the Adriatic Line." 

I pocketed the folder and dropped a fifty drachma note on the 
counter. "Fifty?" I said. "That seems fair enough." 

"But I just-" he began, and then his eyes narrowed and his lips 
just missed smiling. "De Luxe Three, starboard side," he said 
without moving his mouth, and returned to his letter. 

The starboard de luxe companionway ended at a flight of metal 
stairs going up. At the top was a door and beyond that a narrow 
deck above die boat-deck, with three doors numbered one, two and 
three spaced evenly along it. There were wide windows rather than 
portholes, all of them curtained and two of them dark. Faint light 
seaped through the third. It was Carole Frazer's cabin. 

Looking at it, I liked the setup. Door and window both outside, 
on this deck. If I spent the night here, nobody could reach Carole 
Frazer without me knowing it. I listened to the throb of the ship's 
engines and looked atmy watch. It was a quarter to one. I sat down 
between the door and the window of Carole Frazer's stateroom. 
The bulk of the Magnum .44 in its clam-shell rig under my left arm 
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was uncomfortable. I shifted the holster around a little, but that 
didn't help. No one has ever invented a shoulder holster that is 
comfortable, just as no one has ever invented any other way of 
wearing a revolver the size of a Magnum and hiding it when what 
else you are wearing is a light-weight seersucker suit. 

For about an hour I kept a silent vigil. Nobody screamed, no 
Vomero swifty came stalking up stairs, nothing happened except 
that the Hellas covered another twenty-five miles of Adriatic Sea. 

And then I heard voices. The only thing that wasn't de luxe 
about the half-dozen de luxe state rooms aboard the Hellas was the 
soundproofing. Well, you couldn'thave everything. 

"Awake?” a man asked. 

"Uh-huh." 

"Like another drink?" 

"My head's spinning right now." 

"Just one more? With me?" 

"All right." 

Silence while Philip Stanley and Carole Frazer had a post¬ 
nightcap nightcap. Like any private dick, I'd been called a peeper 
more than once. Like any private dick. I'd never liked it. I'd done my 
share of peeping-or anyway listening-but never outside a woman’s 
bedroom. The one kind of work I don't do is divorce work. But if the 
hired gun was going to make his move, it figured to be during the 
night. "Peeper," I muttered sourly under my breath, and remained 
where I was. 

"Oh, Phil," Carole Frazer said, and her voice was more throaty 
than it had been in the lounge. "When you do that-" 

"What's wrong, don'tyou like it?" 

"You know I do. I love it. But I'm so-drunky. Head going around 
and round." 

Another silence. Then he laughed, and she laughed and said: 
"Phil, you amaze me." She called him a brief Angle-Saxon word 
that is usually not a term of endearment, but her voice made it 
sound endearing. Then she laughed again, deep in her throat, and 
then she said, "You keep this up, you're going to screw yourself 
right into the wall," and then after that there was silence for a long 
time. 

I must have half-dozed. I blinked suddenly and realized that 
the night had grown cooler and I had grown stiff from sitting in one 
position for so long. I glanced at the luminous dial of my watch. 
After three o'clock. It would be dawn before long, and still no sign 
of the Vomero swifty. 
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There was a faint click, and tire stateroom door opened enough 
for Philip Stanley to poke his head out and take a quick look to left 
and right. The one way he didn't look was down, where I was 
sitting. His head popped back inside, and the door shut softly. I 
remained where I was. 

The door opened again. This time Stanley came out. He was 
carrying a suitcase, and from the way his shoulder slumped it looked 
heavy. He took it to the rail, set it down and placed a coil of rope on 
top of it. I froze, absolutely still. If he turned right on his way back to 
tire stateroom he would see me. If he turned left, he wouldn't. 

He turned left and went inside again. What the hell was he up 
to? 

In a few seconds he reappeared with Carole Frazer cradled in 
his arms. He was fully dressed. She wasn't dressed any way at all. 
She mumbled against his ear. He set her down, gently, next to the 
suitcase. For a while longer I sat there like someone who had walked 
in on the middle of a movie and didn't know what the hell was 
happening on the screen or why. Stanley tied the rope to the handle 
of the suitcase, uncoiled the rest of it, took two turns around the 
suitcase, passed the rope through the handle once more, took four 
or five turns around Carole Frazer's body under the arms, passed 
the rope through the handle a third time and knotted it. 

Carole Frazer mumbled again, faintly complaining. She was as 
drunk as Bacchus. He ignored her until she said, "It's cold out here. 
I'm cold. What's the matter with you? I don't-" 

He clipped her once, behind the left car, with his fist, just as I 
started to get up in a hurry. I had the Magnum in my hand. 

"Need some help with your package?" I said. "Kind of heavy 
for one man to get over the rail." 

The giin meant nothing to him. He cried out once, hoarsely, 
and came for me. Tire big Magnum could have ripped a hole the 
size of a saucer in him, but I didn't fire. When you get trigger happy 
you're not long for my line of work, despite any evidence to the 
contrary on TV. 

Stanley lunged as a bull lunges, horns and head down, going 
for the muleta. I took his head in chancery under my arm, and his 
weight slammed us both against the wall. 1 jarred him loose. I was 
stiff from my long vigil, and he was fighting for his life. What I'd 
seen was attempted murder, and he knew it. He butted me. My teeth 
clicked and my head jolted the wall a second time. He stepped back, 
almost gracefully, and kicked me in the gut. Right around there I 
began to wish I had used the gun. 
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But by then it was too late. We hit the deck together, Stanley on 
top, me trying my best to remember how to breathe and Stanley 
clamping a hand like a Stilson wrench on my right wrist so I couldn't 
use the Magnum. I cuffed his head, somewhat indolently, with my 
left hand. He cuffed mine, harder, with his right. I tasted blood in 
my mouth. At least I had begun to breathe again, and that was 
something. 

All of a sudden the Magnum went off. The big slug hit the 
window of Carole Frazer's stateroom, and glass crashed down all 
around us. I judo-chopped the side of Stanley's neck. His weight 
left me as he went over sideways. I got up before he did, bu t not by 
much. His eyes were wild. He knew that shot was going to bring 
company. 

He swung a right that sailed past my ear, and I hooked a left 
that hit bone somewhere on his face. He dropped to his knees and 
got up and dropped to them again. 

I heard footsteps pounding up the metal staircase . Stanley 
heard them too. Two faces and two white, black-visored caps 
appeared. Stanley did not try to get up again right away. There was 
a dark and glistening stain on the deck below him. He stared down 
at it, fascinated. He touched his throat. Blood pumped, welling 
through his fingers. 

The two ship's officers saw the gun in my hand and remained 
where they were. 

A shard of flying glass had hit Stanley in the throat. The way 
the blood pumped, an artery had to be severed. 

"There a doctor aboard?" I said, going to Stanley. "This man 
needs help in a hurry." 

But he got to his feet and backed away from me. Who knows 
what a guy will do when he's little drunk, and half-crazy with fear, 
and in danger of bleeding to death? 

"Keep away from me," he said. 

"You crazy? You won't last ten minutes bleeding like that." 

Smiling faintly he said, "I'm afraid I wouldn't come on very 
well as a convict, old boy." 

Then he took a single step to the rail and went over. 

They stopped the ship. They always do, but it rarely helps. We 
covered another mile, and turned sharp to port, and came back. 
Three life-preservers were floating in the water, where the ship's 
officers had thrown them. But Philip Stanley was gone. 

On deck after lunch and after I'd made and signed a deposition 
for the Hellas' captain. Spinner said: "I don't get it. You think I'm 
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nuts or something? There was this little swifty in Vomero. I know 
there was." 

"Sure," I said. "Stanley hired him, but his job ended in Vomero." 

"Stanley hired him?" 

"To make you diink you'd hired yourself a killer. If your wife 
had disappeared during die crossing, you'd have kept your mouth 
shut about the possibility of foul play if you thought your own man 
had done it." 

"Why did Stanley want her dead?" Skinner squealed. 

"Because the picture was more important to him. He got scared 
they'd never finish it, the way Carole was carrying on." I lit a 
cigarette. "Hell, he told me last night how he wanted Carole's 
understudy to take over. She almost did." 

Carole Frazer joined us on deck. She was wearing a bikini and 
stretched out languidly in the bright hot sun. She didn't look at all 
like a girl who'd almost been murdered a few hours ago. 

"Watch the Sun," Spinner warned her. "La Lucrezia's pale, 
baby." He sighed. "That is, if you're gonna do the picture after what 
you been through." 

"Do it?" Carole asked sleepily. "But of course I'll do it darling. 
The publicity will be marvelous." 

It was, and after our night aboard the Hellas, Carole Frazer 
settled down to work. They made Lucrezia Borgia with a new leading 
man. Carole Frazer's up for an Oscar. 



ROSS MACDONALD 
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Guilt-Edged Blonde 

(Lew Archer) 


A man was waiting for me at the gate at the edge of the runway. 
He didn't look like the man I expected to meet. He wore a stained 
tan wind-breaker, baggy slacks, a hat as squashed and dubious as 
his face. He must have been forty years old, to judge by the gray in 
his hair and the lines around his eyes. His eyes were dark and 
evasive, moving here and there as if to avoid getting hurt. He had 
been hurt often and badly, I guessed. 

"You Archer?" 

I said I was. I offered him my hand. He didn't know what to do 
with it. He regarded it suspiciously, as if I was planning to try a 
Judo hold on him. He kept his hands in the pockets of his 
windbreaker. 

"I'm Harry Nemo." His voice was a grudging whine. It cost 
him an effort to give his name away. "My brother told me to come 
and pick you up. You ready to go?" 

"As soon as I get my luggage." 

I collected my overnight bag at die counter in the empty waiting 
room. The bag was very heavy for its size. It contained, besides a 
toothbrush and spare linen, two guns and the ammunition for them. 
A .38 special for sudden work, and a .32 automatic as a spare. 

Harry Nemo took me outside to his car. It was a new seven- 
passenger custom job, as long and black as death. The windshield 
and side windows were very thick, and they had the yellowish 
tinge of bullet-proof glass. 

"Are you expecting to be shot at?" 

"Not me." His smile was dismal. "This is Nick's car." 

"Why didn't Nick come himself?" 

He looked around the deserted field. The plane I had arrived on 
was a flashing speck in the sky above the red sun. The only human 
being in sight was the operator in the control tower. But Nemo 
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leaned towards me in the seat, and spoke in a whisper: 

"Nick's a scared pigeon. He's scared to leave tire house. Ever 
since this morning." 

"What happened this morning?" 

"Didn't he tell you? You talked to him on the phone." 

"He didn't say very much. He told me he wanted to hire a 
bodyguard for six days, until his boat sails. He didn't tell me why." 

"They're gunning for him, that's why. He went to the beach 
this morning. He has a private beach along the back of his ranch, 
and he went down there by himself for his morning dip. Somebody 
took a shot at him from the top of the bluff. Five or six shots. He was 
in the water, sec, with no gun handy. He told me the slugs were 
splashing around him like hailstones. He ducked and swam under 
water out to sea. Lucky for him he's a good swimmer, or he wouldn't 
of got away. It's no wonder he's scared. It means they caught up 
with him, see." 

"Who are 'they,' or is that a family secret?" 

Nemo turned from the wheel to peer into my face. His breath 
was sour, his look incredulous. "Christ, don't you know who Nick 
is? Didn't he tell you?" 

"He’s a lemon-grower, isn't he?" 

"He is now." 

"What did he used to be?" 

The bitter beaten face closed on itself. "I oughtn't to be flapping 
at the mouth. He can tell you himself if he wants to." 

Two hundred horses yanked us away from the curb. I rode 
with my heavy leather bag on my knees. Nemo drove as if driving 
was the one thing in life he enjoyed, rapt in silent communion with 
the engine. It whisked us along the highway, then down a gradual 
incline between geometrically planted lemon groves. The sunset 
sea glimmered red at the foot of the slope. 

Before we reached it, we turned off the blacktop into a private 
lane which ran like a straight hair-parting between the dark green 
trees. Straight for half a mile or more to a low house in a clearing. 

The house was flat-roofed, made of concrete and fieldstone, 
with an attached garage. All of its windows were blinded with 
heavy draperies. It was surrounded with well-kept shrubbery and 
lawn, the lawn with a ten-foot wire fence surmounted by barbed 
wire. 

Nemo stopped in front of the closed and padlocked gate, and 
honked the horn. There was no response. He honked the horn again. 

About halfway between the house and the gate, a crawling 
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thing came out of the shrubbery. It was a man, moving very slowly 
on hands and knees. His head hung down almost to the ground. 
One side of his head was bright red, as if he had fallen in paint. He 
left a jagged red trail in the gravel of the driveway. 

Harry Nemo said, "Nick!" He scrambled out of the car. "What 
happened. Nick?" 

The crawling man lifted his heavy head and looked at us. Cum- 
brously, he rose to his feet He came forward with his legs spraddled 
and loose, like a huge infant learning to walk. He breathed loudly 
and horribly, looking at us with a dreadful hopefulness. Then he 
died on his feet, still walking. I saw the change in his face before it 
struck the gravel. 

Harry Nemo went over the fence like a weary monkey, snagging 
his slacks on the barbed wire. He knelt beside his brother and turned 
him over and palmed his chest. He stood up shaking his head. 

I had my bag unzipped and my hand on the revolver. I went to 
the gate. "Open up, Harry." 

Harry was saying, "They got him," over and over. He crossed 
himself several times. "The dirty bastards." 

"Open up," I said. 

He found a key ring in the dead man's pocket and opened the 
padlocked gate. Our dragging footsteps crunched the gravel. I looked 
down at the specks of gravel in Nicky Nemo's eyes, the bullet hole 
in the temple. 

"Who got him, Harry?" 

"I dunno. Fats Jordan, or Artie Castola, or Faronese. It must 
have been one of them." 

"The Purple Gang." 

"You called it. Nicky was their treasurer back in the thirties. He 
was the one that didn't get into the papers. He handled the payoff, 
see. When the heat went on and the gang got busted up, he had 
some money in a safe deposit box. He was the only one that got 
away." 

* "How much money?" 

"Nicky never told me. All I know, he come out here before the 
war and bought a thousand acres of lemon land. It took them fifteen 
years to catch up with him. He always knew they were gonna, 
though. He knew it." 

" Artie Castola got off the Rock last spring." 

"You're telling me. That's when Nicky bought himself the bullet¬ 
proof car and put up the fence." 

"Are they gunning for you?" 
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He looked around at the darkening groves and the sky. The sky 
was streaked with running red, as if the sun had died a violent 
death. 

"I dunno," he answered nervously. "They got no reason to. I'm 
as clean as soap. I never been in the rackets. Not since I was young, 
anyway. The wife made me go straight, see?" 

I said: "We better get into the house and call the police." 

The front door was standing a few inches ajar. I could see at the 
edge that it was sheathed with quarter-inch steel plate. Harry put 
my thoughts into words. 

"Why in hell would he go outside? He was safe as houses as 
long as he stayed inside." 

"Did he live alone?" 

"More or less alone." 

"What does that mean?" 

He pretended not to hear me, but I got some kind of an answer. 
Looking through the doorless arch into the living room, I saw a 
leopard-skin coat folded across the back of the chesterfield. There 
were redtipped cigarette butts mingled with chair butts in the ash 
trays. 

"Nicky was married?" 

"Not exactly." 

"You know the woman?" 

"Naw," But he was lying. 

Somewhere behind the thick walls of the house, there was a 
creak of springs, a crashing bump, the broken roar of a cold engine, 
grinding of tires in gravel. I got to the door in time to see a cerise 
convertible hurtling down the driveway. The top was down, and a 
yellow-haired girl was small and intent at the wheel. She swerved 
around Nick's body and got through the gate somehow, with her 
tires screaming. I aimed at the right rear tire, and missed. Harry 
came up behind me. He pushed my gun-arm down before I could 
fire again. The convertible disappeared in the direction of the 
highway. 

"Let her go," he said. 

"Who is she?" 

He thought about it, his slow brain clicking almost audibly. "I 
dunno. Some pig that Nicky picked up some place. Her name is 
Flossie or Florrie or something. She didn’t shoot him, if thaf s what 
you're worried about" 

"You know her pretty well, do you?" 

"The hell I do. I don't mess with Nicky's dames." He tried to 
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work up a rage to go with the strong words, but he didn't have the 
makings. The best he could produce was petulance: "Listen, mister, 
why should you hang around? The guy that hired you is dead." 

"I haven't been paid, for one thing." 

"I'll fix that." 

He trotted across die lawn to the body and came back with an 
alligator billfold. It was thick with money. 

"How much?" 

"A hundred will do it." 

He handed me a hundred-dollar bill. "Now how about you 
amscray, bud, before the law gets here?" 

"I need transportation." 

"Take Nicky's car. He won't be using it. You can park it at the 
airport and leave the key with the agent." 

"I can, eh?" 

"Sure, I'm telling you can." 

"Aren't you getting a littie free with your brother's property?" 

"It's my property now, bud." A bright thought struck him, 
disorganizing his face. "Incidentally, how would you like to get off 
my land?" 

"I'm staying. Harry. I like this place. I always say it's people 
that make a place." 

The gun was still in my hand. He looked down at it. 

"Get on the telephone. Harry. Call the police." 

"Who do you think you are, ordering me around? I took my last 
order from anybody, see?" He glanced over his shoulder at the dark 
and shapeless object on the gravel, and spat venomously. 

"I'm a citizen, working for Nicky. Not for you." 

He changed his tune very suddenly. "How much to go to work 
forme?" 

"Depends on the line of work." 

He manipulated the alligator wallet. "Here's another hundred. 
If you got to hang around, keep the lip buttoned down about the 
dame, eh? Is it a deed?" 

I didn't answer, but I took the money. I put it in a separate 
pocket by itself. Harry telephoned the county sheriff. 

He emptied the ash trays before the sheriffs men arrived, and 
stuffed the leopardskin coat into the woodbox. I sat and watched 
him. 

We spent die next two hours with loud-mouthed deputies. They 
were angry with the dead man for having the kind of past that 
attracted bullets. They were angry with Harry for being his brother. 



120 


BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


They were secretly angry with themselves for being inexperienced 
and incompe tent. They didn't even uncover the leopardskin coat 

Harry Nemo left for the courthouse first. I waited for him to 
leave, and followed him home, on foot. 

Where a leaning palm tree reared its ragged head above the 
pavements, there was a court lined with jerry-built frame cottages. 
Harry turned up the walk between them and entered the first cottage. 
Light flashed on his face from inside. I heard a woman's voice say 
something to him. Then light and sound were cut off by the closing 
door. 

An old gabled house with boarded-up windows stood opposite 
the court. I crossed the street and settled down in the shadows of its 
veranda to watch Harry Nemo's cottage. Three cigarettes later, a 
tall woman in a dark hat and a light coat came out of the cottage 
and walked briskly to the comer and out of sight. Two cigarettes 
after that, she reappeared at file comer on my side of the street still 
walking briskly. I noticed that she had a large straw handbag under 
her arm. Her face long and stony under the streetlight. 

Leaving the street, she marched up the broken sidewalk to the 
veranda where I was leaning against file shadowed wall. The stairs 
groaned under her decisive footsteps. I put my hand on the gun in 
my pocket, and waited. With the rigid assurance of a WAC corporal 
marching at the head of her platoon, she crossed the veranda to me, 
a thin high-shouldered silhouette against the light from the comer. 
Her hand was in her straw bag, and file end of the bag was pointed 
at my stomach. Her shadowed face was a gleam of eyes, a glint of 
teeth. 

"I wouldn't try it if I were you," she said. "I have a gun here, 
and the safety is off, and I know how to shoot it, mister." 

"Congratulations." 

"I'm not joking." Her deep contralto rose a notch. "Rapid fire 
used to be my specialty. So you better take your hands out of your 
pockets." 

I showed her my hands, empty. Moving very quickly, she 
relieved my pocket of file weight of my gun, and frisked me for other 
weapons. 

"Who are you, mister?" she said as she stepped back. "You 
can't be Arturo Castola, you're not old enough." 

"Are you a policewoman?" 

"I'll ask the questions. What are you doing here?" 

"Waiting for a friend." 

"You're a liar. You've been watching my house for an hour and 
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a half. I tabbed you through the window." 

"So you went and bought yourself a gun?" 

"I did. You followed Harry home. I'm Mrs. Nemo, and I want to 
know why." 

"Harry's the friend I'm waiting for." 

"You're a double liar. Harry's afraid of you. You're no friend of 
his." 

"That depends on Harry. I'm a detective." 

She snorted. "Very likely. Where's your buzzer?" 

"I'm a private detective," I said. "I have identification in my 
wallet." 

"Show me. And don't try any tricks." 

I produced my photostat. She held it up to the light from the 
street, and handed it back to me. "So you're a detective. You better 
do something about your tailing technique. It's obvious." 

"I didn't know I was dealing with a cop." 

"I was a cop," she said. "Not any more." 

"Then give me back my .38. It cost me seventy dollars." 

"First tell me, what's your interest in my husband? Who hired 
you?" 

"Nick, your brother-in-law. He called me in Los Angeles today, 
said he needed a bodyguard for a week. Didn't Harry tell you?" 

She didn't answer. 

"By the time I got to Nick, he didn't need a bodyguard, or 
anything. But I thought I'd stick around and see what I could find 
out about his death. He was a client, after all." 

"You should pick your clients more carefully." 

"What about picking brothers-in-law?" 

She took her head stiffly. The hair that escaped from under her 
hat was almost white. "I'm not responsible for Nick or anything 
about him. Harry is my responsibility. I met him in line of duty and 
I straightened him out, understand? I tore him loose from Detroit 
and the rackets, and I brought him out here. I couldn't cut him off 
from his brother entirely. But he hasn't been in trouble since I married 
him. Not once." 

"Until now." 

"Harry isn't in trouble now." 

"Not yet. Not officially." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Give me my gun, and put yours down. I can't talk mto iron." 

She hesitated, a grim and anxious woman under pressure. I 
wondered what quirk of fate or psychology had married her to a 
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hood, and decided it must have been love. Only love would send a 
woman across a dark street to face down an unknown gunman. 
Mrs. Nemo was horse-faced and aging and not pretty, but she had 
courage. 

She handed me my gun. Its butt was soothing to the palm of my 
hand. I dropped in into my pocket. A gang of Negro boys at loose 
ends went by in the street, hooting and whistling purposelessly. 

She leaned towards me, almost as tall as I was. Her voice was a 
low sibilance forced between her teeth: 

"Harry had nothing to do with his brother's death. You're crazy 
if you think so." 

"What makes you so sure, Mrs. Nemo?" 

"Harry couldn't, that's all. I know Harry, I can read him like a 
book. Even if he had the guts, which he hasn't, he wouldn't dare to 
think of killing Nick. Nick was his older brother, understand, the 
successful one in the family." Her voice rasped contemptuously. 
"In spite of everything I could do or say, Harry worshiped Nick 
right up to the end." 

"Those brotherly feelings sometimes cut two ways. And Harry 
had a lot to gain." 

"Not a cent. Nothing." 

"He's Nick's heir, isn't he?" 

"Not as long as he stays married to me. I wouldn't let him touch 
a cent of Nick Nemo's filthy money. Is that clear?" 

"It's clear to me. But is it clear to Harry?" 

"I made it clear to him, many times. Anyway, this is ridiculous. 
Harry wouldn't lay a finger on that precious brother of his." 

"Maybe he didn't dc it himself. He could have had it done for 
him. I know he's covering for somebody." 

"Who?" 

"A blonde girl left the house after we arrived. She gotaway in a 
cherry-colored convertible. Harry recognized her." 

"A cherry-colored convertible?" 

"Yes. Does that mean something to you?" 

"No. Nothing in particular. She must have been one of Nick's 
girls. 

He always had girls." 

"Why would Harry cover for her?" 

"What do you mean, cover for her?" 

"She left a leopardskin coat behind. Harry hid it, and paid me 
not to tell the police." 

"Harry did that?" 
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"Unless I'm having delusions." 

"Maybe you are at that. If you think that Harry paid that girl to 
shoot Nick, or had anything-" 

"I know. Don'tsay it. I'm crazy." 

Mrs. Nemo laid a thin hand on my arm. "Anyway, lay off Harry. 
Please. I have a hard enough time handling him as it is. He's worse 
than my first husband. The first one was a drunk, believe it or not." 
She glanced at the lighted cottage across the street, and I saw one 
half of her bitter smile. "I wonder what makes a woman go for the 
lame ducks the way I did.' 

"I wouldn't know, Mrs. Nemo. Okay, I lay off Harry." 

But I had no intention of laying off Harry. When she went back 
to her cottage, I walked around three-quarters of the block and took 
up a new position in the doorway of a dry-cleaning establishment 
This time I didn't smoke. I didn't even move, except to look at my 
watch from time to time. 

Around eleven o'clock, the lights went out behind the blinds in 
the Nemo cottage. Shortly before midnight the front door opened 
and Harry slipped out. He looked up and down the street and 
began to walk. He passed within six feet of my dark doorway, 
hustling along in a kind of furtive shuffle. 

Working very cautiously, at a distance, I tailed him downtown. 
He disappeared into the lighted cavern of an all night garage. He 
came out of the garage a few minutes later, driving a prewar 
Chevrolet. 

My money also talked to die attendant. I drew a prewar Buick 
which would still do seventy-five. I proved that it would, as soon as 
I hit the highway. I reached the entrance to Nick Nemo's private 
lane in time to see Harry's lights approaching the dark ranch house. 

I cut my lights and parked at the roadside a hundred yards 
below the entrance to the lane, and facing it. The Chevrolet 
reappeared in a few minutes. Harry was still alone in the front seat. 
I followed it blind as far as the highway before I risked my lights. 
Then down the highway to the edge of town. 

In the middle of the motel and drive-in district he turned off 
onto a side road and in under a neon sign which spelled out 
TRAILER COURT across the darkness. The trailers stood along the 
bank of a dry creek. The Chevrolet stopped in front of one of them, 
which had a light in the window. Harry got out with a spotted 
bundle under his arm. He knocked on the door of the trailer. 

I u-tumed at the next comer and put in more waiting time. The 
Chevrolet rolled out under the neon sign and turned towards the 



124 _ BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES __ 

highway. I let it go. 

Leaving my car, I walked along the creek bank to the lighted 
trailer. The windows were curtained. The cerise convertible was 
parked on its far side. I tapped on the aluminum door. 

"Harry?" a girl's voice said. "Is that you. Harry?" 

I muttered something indistinguishable. The door opened, and 
the yellow-haired girl looked out She was very young, but her round 
blue eyes were heavy and sick with hangover, or remorse. She had 
on a nylon slip, nothing else. 

"What is this?" 

She tried to shut the door. I held it open. 

"Get away from here. Leave me alone. I'll scream." 

"All right. Scream." 

She opened her mouth. No sound came out. She closed her. 
mouth again. It was small fleshy and defiant. "Who arc you? Law?" 

"Close enough. I'm coming in." 

"Come in then, damn you. I got nothing to hide." 

"I can see that." 

I brushed in past her. There were dead Martinis on her breath. 
The little room was a jumble of feminine clothes, silk and cashmere 
and tweed and gossamer nylon, some of them flung on the floor, 
others hung up to dry. The leopardskin coat lay on the bunk bed, 
staring with innumerable bold eyes. She picked it up and covered 
her shoulders with it. Unconsciously, her nervous hands began to 
pick the wood-chips out of the fur. I said: 

"Harry did you a favor, didn't he?" 

"Maybe he did." 

"Have you been doing any favors for Harry?" 

"Such as?" 

"Such as knocking off his brother." 

"You're way off the beam, mister. I was very fond of Uncle 
Nick." 

"Why rim out on the killing then?" 

"I panicked," she said. "It would happen to any girl. I was 
asleep when he got it, see, passed out if you want the truth. I heard 
the gun go off. It woke me up, but it took me quite a while to bring 
myself to and sober up enough to put my clothes on. By the time I 
made it to the bedroom window, Harry was back, with some guy." 
She peered into my face. "Were you the guy?" 

I nodded. 

"I thoughtso. I thoughtyou were the law at the time. I saw Nick 
lying there in the driveway, all bloody, and I put two and two together 
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and got trouble. Bad trouble for me, unless I got out. So I got out. It 
wasn't nice to do, after what Nick meant to me, but it was the only 
sensible thing. I got my career to think of." 

"What career is that?" 

"Modeling. Acting. Uncle Nick was gonna send me to school." 

"Unless you talk, you'll finish your education at Corona. Who 
shot Nick?" 

A thin edge of terror entered her voice. 'I don't know, I tell you. 
I was passed out in the bedroom. I didn't see nothing." 

"Why did Harry bring you your coat?" 

"He didn't wantme to getinvolved. He's my father, after all." 

"Harry Nemo is your father?" 

"Yes." 

"You'll have to do better than that. What's your name?" 

"Jeannine. Jeannine Larue." 

"Why isn't your name Nemo if Harry is your father? Why do 
you call him Harry?" 

"He's my stepfather, I mean." 

"Sure," I said." And Nick was really your uncle, and you were 
having a family reunion with him." 

"He wasn't any blood relation to me. I always called him uncle, 
though." 

"If Harry's your father, why don't you live with him?" 

"I used to. Honest. This is the truth I'm telling you. I had to get 
out on account of the old lady. The old lady hates my guts. She's a 
real creep, a square. She can't stand for a girl to have any fun. Just 
because my old man was a rummy-" 

"What's your idea of fun, Jeannine?" 

She shook her feathercut hair at me. It exhaled a heavy perfume 
which was worth its weight in blood. She bared one pearly shoulder 
and smiled an artificial hustler's smile. "What's yours? Maybe we 
can get together." 

"You mean the way you got together with Nick?" 

"You're prettier than him." 

"I'm also smarter, I hope. Is Harry really your stepfather?" 

" Ask him if you don't believe me. Ask him. He lives in a place 
on Tule Street-1 don't remember the number." 

"I know where he lives." 

But Harry wasn't at home. I knocked on the door of the frame 
cottage and got no answer. I turned the knob and found that the 
door was unlocked. There was a light behind it. The other cottages 
in the court were dark. It was long past midnight, and the street was 
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deserted. I went into the cottage, preceded by my gun. 

A ceiling bulb glared down on sparse and threadbare furniture, 
a rime-eaten rug. Besides the living room, the house contained a 
cubbyhole of a bedroom and a closet kitchenette. Everything in the 
poverty-stricken place was pathetically clean. There were moral 
mottoes on the walls, and one picture. It was a photograph of a tow¬ 
headed girls in a teen-age party dress. Jeannine, before she learned 
that a pretty face and a sleek body could buy her the things she 
wanted. The things she thought she wanted. 

For some reason, I felt sick. I went outside. Somewhere out of 
sight, an old car-engine muttered. Its muttering grew on the night. 
Harry Nemo's rented Chevrolet turned the comer under the 
streetlight Its front wheels were weaving. One of the wheels climbed 
die curb in front of the cottage. The Chevrolet came to a halt at a 
drunken angle. 

I crossed the sidewalk and opened die car door. Harry was at 
the wheel, clinging to it desperately as if he needed it to hold him 
up. His chest was bloody. His mouth was bright with blood. He 
spoke through it thickly: 

"She got me." 

"Who got you, Harry? Jeannine?" 

"No. Not her. She was the reason for it, though. We had it 
coming." 

Those were his final words. I caught his body as it fell sideways 
out of the seat I laid it out on the sidewalk and left it for the cop on 
the beat to find. 

I drove across town to the trailer court. Jeannine's trailer still 
had light in it, filtered through the curtains over the windows. I 
pushed the door open. 

The girl was packing a suitcase on the bunk bed. She looked at 
me over her shoulder, and froze. Her blond head was cocked like a 
frightened bird's, hypnotized by my gun. 

"Where are you off to, kid?" 

"Out of this town. I'm getting out" 

"You have some talking to do first." 

She straightened up. "I told you all I know. You didn't believe 
me. What's the matter, didn't you get to see Harry?" 

"I saw him. Harry's dead. Your whole family is dying like flies." 
She half-turned and sat down limply on the disordered bed. "Dead? 
You think I did it?" 

"I think you know who did. Harry said before he died that you 
were the reason for it all." 
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"Me the reason for it?" Her eyes widened in false naivete, but 
there was thought behind them, quick and desperate thought. "You 
mean that Harry got killed on account of me?" 

"Harry and Nick both. It was a woman who shot them." 

"God," she said. The desperate thought behind her eyes 
crystallized into knowledge. Which I shared. 

The aching silence was broken by a big diesel rolling by on the 
highway. She said above its roar: 

"That crazy old bat. So she killed Nick." 

"You're taking about your mother. Mrs. Nemo." 

"Yeah." 

"Did you see her shoot him?" 

"No. I was blotto like I told you. But I saw her out there this 
week, keeping an eye on the house. She's always watched me like a 
hawk." 

"Is that why you were getting out of town? Because you knew 
she killed Nick?" 

"Maybe itwas. I don't know. I wouldn’t let myself think about 
it" 

Her blue gaze shifted from my face to something behind me. I 
turned. Mrs. Nemo was in the doorway. She was hugging the straw 
bag to her thin chest 

Her right hand dove into the bag. I shot her in the right arm. She 
leaned against the doorframe and held her dangling arm with her 
left hand. Her face was granite in whose crevices her eyes were like 
live things caught 

The gun she dropped was a cheap .32 revolver, its nickel plating 
worn and corroded. I spun the cylinder. One shot had been fired 
from it 

"This accounts for Harry," I said. "You didn't shoot Nick with 
this gun, not at that distance." 

"No." She was looking down at her dripping hand. "I used my 
old police gun on Nick Nemo. After I killed him, I threw the gun into 
die sea. I didn’t know I'd have further use for a gun. I bought that 
little suicide gun tonight" 

"To use on Harry?" 

"To use on you. I thought you were on to me. I didn't know 
until you told me that Harry knew about Nick and Jeannine." 

"Jeannine is your daughter by your first husband?" 

"My only daughter." She said to the girl: "I did it for you, Jean¬ 
nine. I've seen too much-the awful things that can happen." 

The girl didn't answer. I said: 
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" I can understand why you shot Nick. But why did Harry have 
to die?" 

"Nick paid him," she said. "Nick paid him for Jeannine. I found 
Harry in a bar an hour ago, and he admitted it. I hope I killed him." 

"You killed him, Mrs. Nemo. What brought you here? Was Jean- 
nine the third on your list?" 

"No. No. She’s my own girl. I came to tell her what I did for her. 
I wanted her to know." 

She looked at the girl on the bed. Her eyes were terrible with 
pain and love. The girl said in a stunned voice: 

"Mother. You're hurt. I’m sorry.” 

"Let's go, Mrs. Nemo,' I said. 



LOREN D. ESTLEMAN 

(b.1952) 


Greektown 

(Amos Walker) 


The restaurant was damp and dim and showed every 
indication of having been hollowed out of a massive stump, with 
floorboards scoured as white as wood grubs and tall booths 
separated from the stools at the counter by an aisle just wide enough 
for skinny waitresses like you never see in Greektown. It was 
Greektown, and the only waitress in sight looked like a garage door 
in a uniform. She caught me checking out the booths and trundled 
my way, turning stools with her left hip as she came. 

"You are Amos Walker?" She had a husky accent and large, 
dark, pretty eyes set in the rye dough of her face. I said I was, and 
she told me Mr. Xanthes was delayed and sat me down in a booth 
halfway between the door and the narrow hallway leading to the 
restrooms in back. Somewhere a radio turned low was playing one 
of those frantic Mediterranean melodies that sound like hornets set 
loose in the string section. 

The waitress was freshening my coffee when my host arrived, 
extending a small right hand and a smiling observation on 
downtown Detroit traffic. Constantine Xanthes was a wiry five feet 
and ninety pounds with deep laugh lines from his narrow eyes to 
his broad mouth and hair as black at fifty as mine was going gray at 
thirty-three. His light blue tailormade suit fit him like a sheen of 
water. He smiled a lot, but so does every other restaurateur, and 
none of them means it either. When he found out I hadn't eaten he 
ordered egg lemon soup, bread, feta cheese, roast lamb, and a bottle 
of ouzo for us both. I passed on the ouzo. 

"Greektown used to be more than just fine places to eat" he 
sighed, poking a fork at his lamb. "When my parents came it was a 
little Athens, with markets and pretty girls in red and white dresses 
at festival time and noise like I can't describe to you. It took in 
Macomb, Randolph, and Monroe Streets, not just one block of Monroe 
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like now. Now those colorful old men you see drinking retsina on 
the stoops get up and go home to the suburbs at dark." 

I washed down the last of the strong cheese with coffee. "I'm a 
good P.I., Mr. Xanthes, but I'm not good enough to track down and 
bring back the old days. What else can I do to make your life easier?" 

He refilled his glass with ouzo and I watched his Adam's apple 
bob twice as the syrupy liquid slid down his throat. Afterwards he 
was still smiling, but the vertical line that had appeared between 
his brows when he was talking about what had happened to his 
neighborhood had deepened. 

"I have a half brother, Joseph," he began. "He's twenty-three 
years younger than I am; his mother was our father's second wife. 
She deserted him when he was six. When Father died, my wife and 
I took over the job of raising Joseph, but by then I was working sixty 
hours a week at General Motors and he was seventeen and too 
much for Grace to handle with two children of our own. He ran 
away. We didn't hear from him until last summer, when he walked 
into the house unannounced, all smiles and hugs, at least for me. 
He and Grace never got along. He congratulated me on my success 
in the restaurant business and said he'd been living in Iowa for the 
past nine years, where he'd married and divorced twice. His first 
wife left him without so much as a note and had a lawyer send him 
papers six weeks later. The second filed suit on grounds of brutality. 
It seems that during quarrels he took to beating her with the cord 
from an iron. He was proud of that. 

"He's been here fourteen months, and in that time he's held 
more jobs than I can count. Some he quit some he was fired from, 
always for the same reason, i ie can't work with or for a woman. I 
kept him on here as a busboy until he threw a stool at one of my 
waitresses. She'd asked him to geta can of coffee from the storeroom 
and forgot to say please. I had to let him go." 

He paused, and I lit a Winston to keep from having to say 
anything. It was all beginning to sound familiar. I wondered why. 

When he saw I wasn't going to comment he drew a folded 
clipping from an inside breast pocket and spread it out on the table 
with the reluctant care of a father getting ready to punish his child. 
It was from that morning's Free Press, and it was headed 
PSYCHIATRIST PROFILES FIVE O'CLOCK STRANGLER. 

That was the name the press had hung on the nut who had 
stalked and murdered four women on their way home from work 
on the city's northwest side on four separate evenings over the past 
two weeks. The women were found strangled to death in public 
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places around quitting time, or reported missing by their families 
from that time and discovered later. Their ages ranged from twenty 
to forty-six, they had had no connection with each other in life, and 
they were all WASPs. One was a nurse, two were secretaries, the 
fourth had been something mysterious in city government. None 
was raped. The Freep had dug up a shrink who claimed the killer 
was between twenty-five and forty, a member of an ethnic or racial 
minority group, and a hater of professional women, a man who 
had had experiences with such women unpleasant enough to 
unhinge him. It was the kind of article you usually find in the 
science section after someone's made off with the sports and the 
comics, only today it had run on page one because there hadn't been 
any murders in a couple of days to keep die story alive. I'd read it at 
breakfast. I knew now what had nagged me about Xanthes' story. 

"Your brother’s the Five O'Clock Strangler?” I tipped half an 
inch of ash into the tin tray on the table. 

"Half brother," he corrected. "If I was sure of that, I wouldn't 
have called you. Joseph could have killed that waitress, Mr. Walker. 
As it was he nearly broke her arm with that stool, and I had to pay 
For X-rays and give her a bonus to keep her from pressing charges. 
This article says the strangler hates working women. Joseph hates 
all women, but working women especially. His mother was a 
licensed practical nurse and she abandoned him. His first wife was 
a legal secretary and she left him. He told me he started beating his 
second wife when she started talking about getting a job. The police 
say that because the killer strangles women with just his hands he 
has to be big and strong. That description fits my half brother; he's 
built more like y<ou than me, and he works out regularly." 

"Does he have anything against white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants?" 

"I don't know. But his mother was one and so was his first 
wife. The waitress he hurt was of Greek descent." 

I burned some more tobacco. "Does he have an alibi for any of 
the times the women were killed?" 

" I asked him, in a way that wouldn't make him think I suspected 
him. He said he was home alone." He shifted his weight on the 
bench. 

"I didn't want to press it, but I called him one of those nights 
and he didn't answer. But it wasn't until I read this article that I 
really started to worry. It could have been written about Joseph. 
That's when I decided to call you. You once dug up an eyewitness 
to an a uto accident whose testimony saved a friend of mine a bundle. 
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He talks about you often." 

"I have a license to stand in front of," I said. "If your half brother 
is the strangler I'll have to send him over." 

"I understand that. All I ask is that you call me before you call 
the police. It's this not knowing, you know? And don't let him 
know he's being investigated. There's no telling what he'll do if he 
finds out I suspect him." 

We took care of finances-in cash; you'll look in vain for a 
checkbook in Greektown-and he slid over a wallet-sized photo of a 
darkly handsome man in his late twenties with glossy black hair 
like his half brother's and big liquid eyes not at all like Xanthes's 
slits. "He goes by Joe Santine. You'll find him working part-time at 
Butsukitis' market on Brush." Joesph's home telephone number 
and an address on Gratiot were written on the back of the picture. 
That was a long way from the area where the bodies were found, 
but then the killer hardly ever lives in the neighborhood where he 
works. Not that that made any difference to the cops busy tossing 
every house and apartment on the northwest side. 

He looked like his picture. After leaving the restaurant. I'd 
walked around the comer to a building with a fruit and vegetable 
stand out front and a faded canvas awning lettered BUTSUKITIS' 
FINE PRODUCE. While a beefy bald man in his sixties with fat 
quilting his chest under a white apron was dropping some onions 
into a paper sack for me, a tall young man came out the front door 
lugging a crate full of cabbages. He hoisted the crate onto a bare 
spot on the stand, swept large shiny eyes over the milling crowd of 
tomato-squeezers and melon-huggers, and went back inside 
swinging his broad shoulders. 

As the grocer was ringing up the sale, a blonde wearing a navy 
blue business suit asked for help loading two bags of apples and 
cherries into her car. "Santine!" he bellowed. 

The young man returned. Told to help the lady, he hesitated, 
then slouched forward and snatched up tire bags. He stashed them 
on the front seat of a green Olds parked half a block down the street 
and swung around and walked away while she was still 
rummaging in her handbag for a tip. His swagger going back into 
the store was pronounced. I paid for my onions and left 

Back at the office I called Iowa information and got two numbers. 

The first belonged to a private detective agency in Des Moines. 
I called them, fed them the dope I had on Santine and asked them to 
scrape up what they could. My next call was to the Des Moines 
Express, where a reporter held me up for fifty dollars for combing 
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the morgue for stories about non-rape female assault and murder 
during the last two years Santine lived in the state. They both 
promised to wire the information to Barry Stackpole at the Detroit 
Neu’S and I hung up and dialed Barry's number and traded a case of 
scotch for his cooperation. The expenses on this one were going to 
eat up my fee. Finally I called John Alderdyce at police headquarters. 
"Who's working the Five O' clock Strangler case?" I asked him. 

"Why?" 

I used the dead air counting how many times he'd asked me 
that and dividing it by how many times I'd answered. 

"DeLong," he said then. "I could just hang up because I'm 
busy, but you'd probably just call again." 

"Probably. Is he in?" 

"He's in that lot off Lahser where they found the last body. 
With Michael Kurof." 

"The psychic?" 

"No, the plumber. They're stopping there on their way to fix 
DeLong's toilet" He broke the connection. 

The last body had been found lying in a patch of weeds in a 
wooded lot off Lahser just south of West Grand River by a band 
student taking a shortcut home from practice. I parked next to the 
curb behind a blue-and-white and mingled with a group of uniforms 
and obvious plain-clothesmen watching Kurof walk around, with 
Inspector DeLong nipping along at his side like a spaniel trying to 
keep up with a Great Dane. DeLong was a razor-faced twenty-year 
cop with horns of pink scalp retreating along a mouse-colored 
widow's peak. Kurof, a Russian-born bear of a man, bushy-haired 
and blue of chin even when it was still wet from shaving, bobbed 
his big head in time with DeLong's mile-a-minute patter for a few 
moments, then raised a palm, cutting him off. After that they 
wandered the lot in silence. 

"What they looking for, rattlesnakes?" muttered a grizzled fatty 
in a baggy brown suit. 

"Vibes," someone answered. "Emanations, the Russky calls 
'em/' 

Lardbottom snorted. "We ran fortune-tellers in when I was in 
uniform." 

I was nudged by a young black uniform, who winked gravely 
and stooped to lay a gold pencil he had taken from his shin pocket 
on the ground, then backed away from it. Kurof's back was turned. 
Eventually he and DeLong made their way to the spot, where the 
psychic picked up the pencil, stroked it once between the first and 
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second fingers of his right hand, and turned to the black cop with a 
broad smile, holding out the item. "You are having fun with me, 
officer," he announced in a deep burring voice. The uniform smiled 
stiffly back and accepted the pencil. 

"Did you learn anything. Dr. Kurof?" DeLong wanted to know. 

Kurof shook his great head slowly. "Nothing useful, I fear. Just 
a tangible hatred. The air is ugly everywhere here, but it is ugliest 
where we are standing. It crawls." 

"We're standing precisely where the body was found." The 
inspector pushed aside a clump of thistles with his foot to expose a 
fresh yellow stake driven into the earth. He turned toward one of 
the watching uniforms. "Give our guest a lift home. Thank you, 
doctor. We'll be in touch when something else comes up." They 
shook hands and the Russian moved off slowly with his escort. 

"Hatred," the fat detective growled. "Like we needed a gypsy 
to tell us that." 

DeLong told him to shut up and go back to headquarters. As 
the knot of investigators loosened, I approached the inspector and 
introduced myself. 

"Walker," he considered. "Sure, I've seen you jawing with 
Alder-dyce. Who hired you, the family of one of the victims?" 

"Just running an errand." Sometimes it's best to leta cop keep 
his notions. "What about what this psychiatrist said about the 
strangler in this morning's Freep? You agree with that?" 

"Shrinks. Twenty yearn in scheolto tell us why some j.d. sapped 
an old lady and snatched her purse. I’ll stick with guys like Kurof; 

at least he's not smug." He stuck a Tiparillo in his mouth and I 
lit it and a Winston for me. He sucked smoke. "My theory is the 
killer's unemployed and he sees all these women running out and 
getting themselves fulfilled by taking his job and something snaps. 
It isn't just coincidence that the statistics on crime against women 
have risen with their number in the work force." 

"Is Jie a minority?" 

"I hope so." He grinned quickly and withoutmirth. "No, I know 
what you mean. Maybe. Minorities outnumber the majority in this 
town in case you haven't noticed. Could be the victims are all WASPs 
because there are more women working who are WASPs. I'll ask 
him when we arrest him." 

"Think you will?" 

He glared at me, then he shrugged. "This is the third mass- 
murder case I've investigated. The one fear is that it’ll just stop. I'm 
still hoping to wrap it up before famous criminologists start coming 
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in from all over to give us a hand. I never liked circuses even when 
I was a kid." 

"What are you holding back from the press on this one?" 

"You expect me to answer that? Give up the one thing that'll 
help us differentiate between the original and all the copycats?" 

"Call John Alderdyce. He'll tell you I sit on things till they 
hatch." 

"Oh, hell." He dropped his little cigar half-smoked and crushed 
it out. "The guy clobbers his victims before he strangles them. One 
blow to the left cheek, probably with his right fist. Keeps 'em from 
struggling." 

"Could he be a boxer?" 

"Maybe. Someone used to using his dukes." 

I thanked him for talking to me. He said, "I hope you are working 
for the family of a victim." 

I got out of there without answering. Lying to a cop like DeLong 
can be like trying to smuggle a bicycle through customs. 

It was coming up on two o'clock. If the killer was planning to 
strike that day, I had three hours. At the first telephone booth I came 
to, I excavated my notebook and called Constantine Xanthes' home 
number in Royal Oak. His wife answered, She had a mellow voice 
and no accent. 

"Yes, Connie told me he was going to hire you. He's not home, 
though. Try the restaurant." 

I explained she was the one I wanted to speak with and asked 
if I could come over. After a brief pause she agreed and gave me 
directions. I told her to expect me in half an hour. 

It was a white frame house that would have been in the country 
when it was built, but now it was shouldered by two housing tracts 
with a third going up in the empty field across the street. The doorbell 
was answered by a tall woman on the far side of forty with black 
hair streaked blende to cover the gray and a handsome oval face, 
the flesh shiny around the eyes and mouth from recent remodeling. 
She wore a dark knit dress that accentuated the slim lines of her 
torso and a long colored scarf to make you forget she was big enough 
to look down at the top of her husband's head without trying. We 
exchanged greetings and she let me in and hung up my hat and we 
walked into a dim living room furnished heavily in oak and dark 
leather. We sat down facing each other in a pair of horsehair-stuffed 
chairs. 

"You're not Greek," I said. 

"I hardly ever am." Her voice was just as mellow in person. 
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"Your husband was mourning the old Greektown at lunch and 
now I find out he lives in the suburbs with a woman who isn't Greek." 

"Connie's ethnic standards arc very high for other people." 

She was smiling when she said it, but I didn't press the point. 
"He says you and Joseph have never been friendly. In what ways 
weren't you friendly when he was living here?" 

"I don’t suppose it's ever easy bringing up someone else's son. 
His having been deserted didn't help. Lord save me if I suggested 
taking out the garbage." 

"Was he sullen, abusive, what?" 

"Sullen was his best mood. 'Abusive' hardly describes his 
reaction to the simplest request. The children were beginning to 
repeat his foul language. I was relieved when he ran away." 

"Did you call the police?" 

"Connie did. They never found him. By that time he was eighteen 
and technically an adult. He couldn't have been brought back 
without his consent anyway." 

" Did he ever hit you?" 

"He wouldn't dare. He worshiped Connie." 

"Did he ever box?" 

"You mean fight? I think so. Sometimes he came home from 
school with his clothes tom or a black eye, but he wouldn't talk 
about it. That was before he quit. Fighting is normal. We had some 
of the same problems with our son; he grew out of it." 

I was coming to the short end. "Any scrapes with the law? 
Joseph, I mean." 

She shook her head. Her eyes were warm and tawny. "You 
know, you're quite goodlooking. You have noble features." 

"So does a German shepherd." 

"I work in clay. I'd like to have you pose for me in my studio 
sometime." She waved long nails toward a door to the left. "I 
specialize in nudes." 

"So do I. But not with clients' wives." I rose. 

She lifted penciled eyebrows. "Was I that obvious?" 

"Probably not, but I'm a detective." I thanked her and got my 
hat and let myself out. 

Xanthes had told me his half brother got off at four. At ten to, 1 
swung by the market and bought two quarts of strawberries. The 
beefy bald man, whom I'd pegged as Butsukitis, the owner, appeared 
glad to see me. Memories are long in Greektown. I said, "I just had 
an operation and the doc says I shouldn't lift any more than five 
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pounds. Could your boy carry these to the car?" 

"I let my boy leave early. Slow day. I will carry them." 

He did, and I drove away stuck with two quarts of strawberries. 
They give me hives. Had Santine been around I'd planned to tail 
him after he punched out. Beating the steering wheel at red lights, I 
bucked and squirmed my way through late afternoon traffic to 
Gratiot, where my man kept an apartment on the second floor of a 
charred brick building that had housed a recording studio in the 
gravy days of Motown. I ditched my hat, jacket, and tie in the car 
and at Santine's door put on a pair of aviator's glasses in case he 
remembered me from the market. If he answered my knock, I was 
looking for another apartment. There was no answer. I considered 
slipping the latch and taking a look around inside, but it was too 
early in the round to play catch with my license. I went back down 
and made myself uncomfortable in my heap across the street from 
the entrance. 

It was growing dark when a cab creaked its brakes in front of 
the building and Santine got out, wearing a blue wind-breaker over 
the clothes I'd seen him in earlier. He paid the driver and went 
inside. Since the window of his apartment looked out on Gratiot I 
let die cab go, noting its number, hit the starter, and wound my way 
to the company's headquarters on Woodward. 

A puffy-faced black man in work clothes looked at me from 
behind a steel desk in an office smelling of oil. The floor tingled 
with the swallowed bellowing of engines in the garage below. I 
gave him a hinge at my investigator's photostat, placing my thumb 
over the "Private," and told him in an official voice I wanted 
information on the cab in question. 

He looked back down at the ruled pink sheet he was scribbling 
on and said, "I been dispatcher here eleven years. You think I don't 
know a plastic badge when I see one?" 

I licked a ten dollar bill across the sheet. 

"That’s Dillard," he said, watching the movement. 

"He just dropped off a fare on Gratiot." I gave him the address. 
"I want to know where he picked him up and when." 

He found the cab number on another ruled sheet attached to a 
clipboard on the wall and followed the line with his finger to some 
writing in another column. "Evergreen, between Schoolcraft and 
Kendall. Dillard logged it in atsix twenty." 

I handed him the bill without comment. The spot where Santine 
had entered the cab was an hour's easy walk from where the bodies 
of two of the murdered women had been found. 
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I swung past Joe Santine's apartment near Greektown on my 
way home. There was a light on. That night after supper I caught all 
the news reports on TV and looked for bulletins and wound up 
watching a succession of sitcoms full of single mothers shrieking at 
their kids about sex. There was nothing about any new stranglings. 
I went to bed. Eating breakfast next day I turned on the radio and 
read the Free Press. There was still nothing. 

The name of the psychiatrist quoted in the last issue was 
Kornecki. I looked him up and called his office in the National Bank 
building. I expected a secretary, but I got him. 

"I'd like to talk to you about someone I know," I said. 

"Someone you know. I see." He spoke in Cathedral tones. 

"It's not me. I have an entirely different set of neuroses." 

"My consultation fee is one hundred dollars for forty minutes." 

"I'll take twenty-five dollars' worth," I said. 

"No, that's for forty minutes or any fraction thereof. I have a 
cancellation at eleven. Shall I have my secretary pencil you in when 
she returns from her break?" 

I told him to do so, gave him my name, and rang off before I 
could say anything about his working out of a bank. The hundred 
went onto the expense sheet. 

Kornecki's reception room was larger than my office by half. A 
redhead at a kidney-shaped desk smiled tightly at me and found 
my name on her calendar, and buzzed me through. The inner 
sanctum, pastel green with a blue carpet, dark green naugahyde 
couch, and a large glass-topped desk bare but for a telephone 
intercom, looked out on downtown through a window whose 
double panes swallowed the traffic noise. Behind the desk, a man 
about my age, wearing a blue pinstripe and steel-rimmed glasses, 
sat smiling at me with several thousand dollars' worth of dental 
work. He wore his sandy hair in bangs like Alfalfa. 

We shook hands and I took charge of the customer's chair, a 
pedestal job unholstered in green vinyl to match the couch. I asked 
if I could smoke. He said whatever made me comfortable and 
indicated a smoking stand nearby. I lit up and laid out Santine's 
background without naming him. Kornecki listened. 

"Is this guy capable of violence against strange women?" I 
finished. 

He smiled again. "We all are, Mr. Walker. Every one of us men; 
it's our only advantage. You think your man is the strangler, is that 



BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


"I guess I was absent the day they taught subtle." 

"Oh, you were subtle. But you can't know how many people 
I've spoken with since that article appeared, wanting to be assured 
that their uncle or cousin or best friend isn't the killer. Hostility 
between the sexes is nothing new, but these last few confusing 
years have aggravated things. From what you've told me, though, I 
don't think you need to worry." 

Those rich tones rumbling up from his slender chest made you 
want to look around to see who was talking. I waited, smoking. 

"The powder is there," he went on. "But it needs a spark. If 
your man were to start murdering women, his second wife would 
have been his first victim. He wouldn't have stopped at beating her. 
My own theory is that the strangler suffered some real or imagined 
wrong at a woman's hand in his past, and that recently the wrong 
was repeated, either by a similar act committed by another woman, 
or by his coming into contact with the same woman." 

"What sort of wrong?" 

"It could be anything. Sexual domination is the worst because 
it means loss of self-esteem. Possibly she worked for a living, but 
it's just as likely that he equates women who work with her 
dominance. They would be a substitute; he would lack the courage 
to strike out at the actual source of his frustration." 

"Suppose he ran into his mother or something like that." 

He shook his head. "Too far back. I don't place as much 
importance on early childhood as many of my colleagues. Stale 
charges don't explode that easily." 

"You've been a big help," I said, and we talked about sports 
and politics until my hundred dollars were up. 

From there I went to the Detroit News and Barry Stackpole's 
cubicle, where he greeted me with the lopsided grin the silver plate 
in his head had left him with after some rough trade tried to blow 
him up in his car. He pointed to a stack of papers on his desk. I sat 
on one of the antique whisky crates he uses to file things in-there 
was a similar stack on the only other chair besides his-and went 
through the stuff. It had come over the wire that morning from the 
Des Moines agency and the Express, and none of it was for me. 
Santine had held six jobs in his last two years in Iowa, fetch-and- 
carry work, no brains need apply. His first wife had divorced him 
on grounds of marriage breakdown and he hadn't contested the 
action. His second had filed for extreme cruelty. The transcripts of 
that one were ugly but not uncommon. There were enou gh articles 
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from the newspaper on violent crimes against women to make you 
think twice about moving there, but if there was a pattern it was lost 
on me. The telephone rang while I was reshuffling the papers. Barry 
barked his name into the receiver, paused, and held it out to me. "I 
gave my service this number," I explained, accepting it. "You 
bastard, you promised to call me before you called the police." The 
voice belonged to Constantine Xanthes. I straightened. "Start again. 

"Joseph just called me from police headquarters. They've 
arrested him for the stranglings." 

I met Xanthes in Homicide. He was wearing the same light blue 
suit or one just like it and his face was pale beneath the olive pigment. 
"He's being interrogated now," he said stiffly. "My lawyer's with 
him." 

"I didn't call the cops." I made my voice low. The room was 
alive with uniforms and detectives in shirtsleeves droning into 
telephones and comparing criminal anecdotes at the water cooler. 

"I know. When I got here. Inspector DeLoag told me that Joseph 
walked into some kind of trap." 

On cue, DeLong entered the squad room from the hallway 
leading to Interrogation. His jacket was off and his shin clung, 
transparent, to his narrow chest. When he saw me his eyes flamed. 
"You said you were representing a victim's family." 

"I didn't," I corrected. "You did. Whatf s this trap?" 

He grinned to his molars. It's the kind of thing you do in these 
things when you did everything else. Sometimes it works. We had 
another strangling last night." 

My stomach took a dive. "It wasn't on the news." 

"We didn't release it. The body was jammed into a culvert on 
Schoolcraft. When we got the squeal we threw wraps over it, morgued 
the corpse-she was a teacher at Redford High-and stuck a 
department store dummy in its place. These nuts like publicity; 
when there isn't any they might check to see if the body is still there. 
So Santine climbs down the bank at half past noon and takes a look 
inside and three officers step out of the bushes and screw their 
service revolvers in his ears." 

"Pretty thin," I said. 

"How thick docs it have to be with a full confession?" 

Xanthes swayed. I grabbed his arm. I was still looking at 
DeLong. 

"He's talking to a tape recorder now," he said, filling a Dixie 
cup at the cooler. "He knows the details on all five murders, 
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including the blow to the cheek." 

"I'd like to sec him." Xanthes was still pale, but he wasn't 
needing me to hold him up now. 

"It'll be a couple of hours." 

"I'll wait." 

The inspector shrugged, drained the cup, and headed back the 
way he'd come, side-arming the crumpled container at a steel 
wastebasket already bubbling over with them. Xanthes said, "He 
didn't do it." 

"I think he probably did." I was somersaulting a Winston back 
and forth across the back of my hand. "Is your wife home?" 

He started slightly. "Grace? She's shopping for art supplies in 
Southfield. I tried to reach her after the police called, but I couldn't." 

"I wonder if I could have a look at her studio." 

"Why?" 

"I'll tell you in the car." When he hesitated: 

"It beats hanging around here." 

He nodded. In my crate I said, "Your father was proud of his 
Greek heritage, wasn't he?" 

"Fiercely. He was a stonecutter in the old country and he was 
built like Hercules. He taught me the importance of being a man 
and the sanctity of womanhood. That's why I can't understand..." 
He shook his head, watching the scenery glide past his window. 

"I can. When a man who's been told all his life that a man 
should be strong lets himself be manipulated by a woman, it does 
things to him. If he's smart, he'll put distance between himself and 
the woman. If he's weak, he'll come back and it'll start all over 
again. And if the woman happens to be married to his half brother, 
whom he worships-" 

I stopped, feeling the flinty chips of his eyes on me. "Who told 
you that?" 

"Your wife, some of it. You, some more. The rest of it I got from 
a psychiatrist downtown. The women's movement has changed 
the lives of almost everyone but the women who have the most to 
lose by embracing it Your wife's been cheating on you for years." 

"Liar!" He lunged across the seat at me. I spun the wheel hard 
and we shrieked around a comer and he slammed back against the 
passenger's door. A big Mercury that had been close on our tail 
blatted its horn and sped past. Xanthes breathed heavily, glaring. 

"She propositioned me like a pro yesterday." I corrected our 
course. We were entering his neighborhood now. "I think she's 
been doing that kind of thing a long time. I think that when he was 
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living at your place Joseph found out and threatened to tell you. 
That would have meant divorce from a proud man like you, and 
your wife would have had to go to work to support herself and the 
children. So she bribed Joseph with the only thing she had to bribe 
him with. She's still attractive, but in those days she must have 
been a knockout; being weak, he took the bribe, and then she had 
leverage. She hedged her bet by making up those stories about his 
incorrigible behavior so that you wouldn't believe him if he did tell 
you. So he got out from under. But the experience had plundered 
him of his self-respect and tainted his relationships with women 
from then on. 

"Even then he might have grown out of it, but he made the 
mistake of coming back. Seeing her again shook something loose. 
He walked into your house Joe Santine and came out the Five O' clock 
Strangler, victimizing seemingly independent WASP women like 
Grace. Who taught him how to use his fists?" 

"Our father, probably. He taught me. It was part of a man's 
training, he said, to know how to defend himself." His voice was as 
dead as last year's leaves. 

We pulled into his driveway and he got out moving very slowly. 
Inside the house we paused before the locked door to his wife's 
studio. I asked him if he had a key. 

"No. I've never been inside the room. She's never invited me 
and I respect her privacy." 

I didn't. 1 slipped the lock with the edge of my investigator's 
photostat and we entered Grace Xanthes’ trophy room. 

It had been a bedroom, but she had erected steel utility shelves 
and moved in a kiln and a long library table on which stood a 
turning pedestal supporting a lump of red clay that was starting to 
look like a naked man. The shelves were lined with nude male 
figure studies twelve to eighteen inches high, posed in various heroic 
attitudes. They were all of a type, athletically muscled and wide at 
the shoulders, physically large, all the things the artist's husband 
wasn't. He walked around the room in a kind of daze, staring at 
each in turn. It was clear he recognized some of them. I didn't know 
Joseph at first, but he did. He had filled out since seventeen. 

I returned two days' worth of Xanthes' three-day retainer, less 
expenses, despite his insistence that I'd earned it. A few weeks later 
court-appointed psychiatrists declared Joe Santine mentally unfit 
to stand trial and he was remanded for treatment to the State 
Forensics Center at Ypsilanti. And I haven't had a bowl of egg 
lemon soup or a slice of feta cheese in months. 



BILL PRONZINI 

(b.1943) 


Skeleton Rattle Your Mouldy Leg 

(Nameless Detective) 


He was one of the oddest people I had ever met. Sixty years old, 
under five and a half feet tall, slight, with great bony knobs for 
elbows and knees, with bat-winged ears and a bent nose and eyes 
that danced left and right, left and right, and had sparkly little 
lights in them. He wore baggy dothes-sweaters and jeans, mostly, 
crusted with patches-and a baseball cap turned around so that the 
bill poked out from the back of his head. In his back pocket he 
carried a whisk broom, and if he knew you, or wanted to, he would 
come up and say, "I know you-you've got a speck on your coat," 
and he would brush it off with the broom. Then he would talk, or 
maybe recite or even sing a little: a gnarled old harlequin cast up 
from another age. 

These things were odd enough, but the oddest of all was his 
obsession with skeletons. 

His name was Nick Damiano and he lived in the building 
adjacent to the one where Eberhardtand I had our new office-lived 
in a little room in the basement. Worked there, too, as a janitor and 
general handyman; the place was a small residence hotel for senior 
citizens, mostly male, called the Medford. So it didn't take long for 
our paths to cross. A week or so after Eb and I moved in, I was 
coming up the street one morning and Nick popped out of the alley 
that separated our two buildings. 

He said," I know you-you've got a speck on your coat," and out 
came the whisk broom. Industriously he brushed away the 
imaginary speck. Then he grinned and said, "Skeleton rattle your 
mouldy leg." 

"Huh?" 

"That's poetry," he said. "From archy and mehitabel. You know 
archy and mehitabel?" 

"No," I said, "I don't." 
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"They're lower case; they don't have capitals like we do. Archy's 
cockroach and mehitabel's a cat and they were both poets in another 
life. A fellow named don marquis created them a long time ago. 
He's lower case too." 

"Uh... I see." 

" One time mehitabel went to Paris," he said," and took up with 
a tom cat named francy who was once the poet Francois Villon, and 
they used to go to the catacombs late at night. They'd caper and 
dance and sing among those old bones." 

And he began to recite; 

prince if you pipe and plead and beg 
you may yet be crowned with a grisly kiss 
skeleton rattle your mouldy leg 
all mens lovers come to this 

That was my first meeting with Nick Damiano; there were others 
over the next four months, none of which lasted more than five 
minutes. Skeletons came into all of them, in one way or another. 
Once he sang half a dozen verses of the old spiritual, "Dry Bones," 
in a pretty good baritone. Another time he quoted, "'The Knight's 
bones are dust/And his good sword rust-/ His Soul is with the 
saints, I trust.' " Later I looked it up and it was a rhyme from an 
obscure work by Coleridge. On other days he made sly little 
comments: "Why hello there, I knew it was you coming-I heard 
your bones chattering and clacking all the way down the street." 
And " Cleaned out your closet lately? Might be skeletons hiding in 
there." And "Sure is hot today. Sure would be fine to take off our 
skins and just sit around in our bones." 

I asked one of the Medford's other residents, a guy named Irv 
Feinberg, why Nick seemed to have such a passion for skeletons. 
Feinberg dicin't know; nobody knew, he said, because Nick wouldn't 
discuss it He told me that Nick even owned a genuine skeleton, 
liberated from some medical facility, and that he kept it wired to the 
wall of his room and burned candles in its skull. 

A screwball, this Nick Damiano-sure. But he did his work and 
did it well, and he was always cheerful and friendly, and he never 
gave anybody any trouble. Harmless old Nick. A happy whack, 
marching to the rhythm of dry old bones chattering and cV eking 
together inside his head. Everybody in the neighborhood found 
him amusing, including me: San Francisco has always been proud 
of its characters, its kooks. Yeah, everyone liked old Nick. 
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Except that somebody didn’t like him, after all. 

Somebody took hold of a blunt instrument one raw November 
night, in that little basement room with the skeleton leering on from 
the wall, and beat Nick Damiano to death. 

It was four days after the murder that Irv Feinberg came to see 
me. He was a rotund little guy in his sixties, very energetic, a retired 
plumber who wore loud sports coats and spent most of his time 
doping out the races at Golden Gate Fields and a variety of other 
tracks. He had known Nick as well as anyone could, had called 
him his friend. 

I was alone in the office when Feinberg walked in; Eberhardt 
was down at the Hall of Justice, trying to coerce some of his former 
cop pals into giving him background information on a missing- 
person case he was working. Feinberg said by way of greeting, 
"Nice office you got here," which was a lie, and came over and 
plopped himself into one of the clients' chairs. "You busy? Or you 
got a few minutes we can talk?" 

"What can I do for you, Mr. Feinberg?" 

"The cops have quit on Nick's murder," he said. "They don't 
come around anymore, they don't talk to anybody in the hotel. I 
called down to the Hall of Justice, I wanted to know what's 
happening, I got the big runaround." 

"The police don't quit a homicide investigation-" 

"The hell they don't. A guy like Nick Damiano? IFs no big deal 
to them. They figure it was somebody looking for easy money, a 
drug addict from over in the Tenderloin. On account of Dan Cady, 
he's the night clerk, found the door to the alley unlocked just after 
he found Nick's body." 

"That sounds like a reasonable theory," I said. 

" Reasonable, hell. The door wasn't tampered with or anything; 

it was just unlocked. So how'd the drug addict get in? Nick 
wouldn't have left that door unlocked; he was real careful about 
things like that. And he wouldn't have let a stranger in, not at that 
time of night." 

"Well, maybe the assailant came in through the front entrance 
and went out through the alley door..." 

"No way," Feinberg said. "Front door's on a night security lock 
from eight o'clock on; you got to buzz the desk from outside and 
Dan Cady'11 come see who you are. If he don't know you, you don't 
get in." 

"All right, maybe the assailant wasn't a stranger. Maybe he's 
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somebody Nick knew." 

"Sure, that's what I think. But not somebody outside the hotel. 
Nick never let people in at night, not anybody, not even somebody 
lives there, you had to go around to the front door and buzz the 
desk. Besides, he didn't have any outside friends that came to see 
him. He didn't go out himself either. He had to tend to the heat for 
one thing, do other chores, so he stayed put I know all that because 
I spent plenty of evenings with him, shooting craps for pennies... 
Nick liked to shoot craps, he called it 'rolling dem bones.'" 

Skeletons, I thought I said, "What do you think then, Mr. 
Feinberg? That somebody from the hotel killed Nick?" 

"That's what I think," he said. "I don't like it, most of those 
people are my friends, but that's how it looks to me." 

"You have anybody specific in mind?" 

"No. Whoever it was, he was in there arguing with Nick before 
he killed him." 

"Oh? How do you know that?" 

"George Weaver heard them. He's our newest tenant, George 
is, moved in three weeks ago. Used to be a bricklayer in Chicago, 
came out here to be with his daughter when he retired, only she had 
a heart attack and died last month. His other daughter died young 
and his wife died of cancer; now he's all alone." Feinberg shook his 
head. "IFs a hell of a thing to be old and alone." 

I agreed that it must be. 

"Anyhow, George was in the basement getting something out 
of his storage bin and he heard die argument. Told Charley Slattery 
a while later that it didn't sound violent or he'd have gone over and 
banged on Nick's door. As it was, he just went back upstairs." 

"Who's Charley Slattery?" 

"Charley lives at the Medford and works over at Monahan's 
Gym on Turk Street. Used to be a small-time fighter; now he just 
hangs around doing odd jobs. Not too bright, but he's okay." 

"Weaver didn't recognize the other voice in tire argument?" 

"No. Couldn't make out what it was all about either." 

"What time was that?" 

"Few minutes before eleven, George says." 

"Did anyone else overhear the argument?" 

"Nobody else around at the lime." 

"When was the last anybody saw Nick alive?" 

"Eight o'clock. Nick came up to the lobby to fix one of the lamps 
wasn't working. Dan Cady talked to him a while when he was 
done." 
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"Cady found Nick's body around two a.m., wasn't it?" 

"Two-fifteen." 

"How did he happen to find it? That wasn't in the papers." 

"Well, the furnace was still on. Nick always shut it off by 
midnight or it got to be too hot upstairs. So Dan went down to find 
out why and there was Nick lying on the floor of his room with his 
head all beat in." 

"What kind of guy is Cady?" 

"Quiet, keeps to himself, spends most of his free time reading 
library books. He was a college history teacher once, up in Oregon. 
But he got in some kind of trouble with a woman-this was back in 
the forties, teachers had to watch their morals-and the college fired 
him and he couldn't get another teaching job. He fell into the booze 
for a lot of years afterward. But he's all right now. Belongs to AA." 

I was silent for a time. Then I asked, "The police didn't find 
anything that made them suspect one of the other residents?" 

"No, but that don't mean much." Feinberg made a disgusted 
noise through his nose. "Cops. They don't even know what it was 
bashed in Nick's skull, what kind of weapon. Couldn't find it 
anywhere. They figure the killer took it away through that unlocked 
alley door and got rid of it. 1 figure the killer unlocked the door to 
make it look like an outside job, then went upstairs and hid the 
weapon somewhere til next day." 

"Let's suppose you're right. Who might have a motive to've 
killed Nick?" 

"Well.. .nobody, far as I know. But somebody’s got one, you can 
bet on that." 

" Did Nick get along with everybody at the Medford?" 

"Sure," Feinberg said. Then he frowned a little and said, "Except 
Wesley Thane, I guess. But I can't see Wes beating anybody's head 
in. He pretends to be tough buthe's a wimp. And a goddamn snob." 

"Oh?" 

"He's an actor. Little theater stuff these days, but once he was a 
bit player down in Hollywood, made a lot of crappy B movies where 
he was one of the minor bad guys. Hear him tell it, he was dark 
Gable's best friend back in the forties. A windbag who thinks he's 
better than the rest of us. He treated Nick like a freak." 

"Was there ever any trouble between them?" 

"Well, he hit Nick once, just after he moved in five years ago 
and Nick tried to brush off his coat. I was there and I saw it." 

"Hit him with what?" 

"His hand. A kind of slap. Nick shied away from him after 
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that." 

"How about recent trouble?" 

"Not that I know about. I didn't even have to noodge him into 
kicking in twenty bucks to the fund. But hell, everybody in the 
building kicked in something except old lady Howsam; she's 
bedridden and can barely make ends meet on her pension, so 1 
didn't even ask her." 

I said, "Fund?" 

Feinberg reached inside his gaudy sport jacket and produced a 
bulky envelope. He put the envelope on my desk and pushed it 
toward me with the tips of his fingers. "There's two hundred bucks 
in there," he said. "What'll that hire you for? Three-four days?" 

I stared at him. "Wait a minute, Mr. Feinberg. Hire me to do 
what?" 

"Find out who killed Nick. What do you think we been talking 
about here?" 

"I thought it was only talk you came for. A private detective 
can't investigate a homicide in this state, not without police 
permission..." 

"So get permission," Feinberg said. "I told you, the cops have 
quit on it. Why should they try to keep you from investigating?" 

"Even if I did get permission, I doubt if there's much I could do 
that the police haven't already-" 

"Listen, don't go modest on me. You're a good detective, I see 
your name in the papers all the time. I got confidence in you; we all 
do. Except maybe the guy who killed Nick." 

There was no arguing him out of it; his mind was made up, and 
he'd convinced the others in the Medford to go along with him. So 
I quit trying finally and said all right, I would call the Hall of Justice 
and see if I could get clearance to conduct a private investigation. 
And if I could, then I'd come over later and see him and take a look 
around and start talking to people. That satisfied him. But when I 
pushed the envelope back across the desk, he wouldn't take it. 

"No," he said, "that's yours, you just go ahead and earn it." 
And he was on his feet and gone before I could do anything more 
than make a verbal protest. 

I put the money away in the lock-box in my desk and telephoned 
the Hall. Eberhardt was still hanging around, talking to one of his 
old cronies in General Works, and I told him about Feinberg and 
what he wanted. Eb said he'd talk to the homicide inspector in 
charge of the Nick Damiano case and see what was what; he didn't 
seem to think there'd be any problem getting clearance. There were 
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problems, he said, only when private eyes tried to horn in on big- 
money and/or VIP cases, the kind that got heavy media attention. 

He used to be a homicide lieutenant so he knew what he was 
talking about. When he called back a half hour later he said, "You 
gotyour clearance. Feinberg had itpegged: the case is already in the 
Inactive File for lack of leads and evidence. I'll see if I can finagle a 
copy of the report for you." 

Some job, I thought as I hung up. In a way it was ghoulish, like 
poking around in a fresh grave. And wasn't that an appropriate 
image; I could almost hear Nick's sly laughter. 

Skeleton rattle your mouldy leg. 

The basement of the Medford Hotel was dimly lighted and too 
warm: a big, old-fashioned oil furnace rattled and roared in one 
comer, giving off shimmers of heat. Much of the floor space was 
taken up with fifty-gallon trash receptacles, some full and some 
empty and one each under a pair of garbage chutes from the upper 
floor. Over against the far wall, and throughout a small connecting 
room beyond, were rows of narrow storage cubicles made out of 
wood and heavy wire, with padlocks on each of the doors. 

Nick's room was at the rear, opposite the furnace and alongside 
the room that housed the hot-water heaters. But Feinberg didn't 
take me there directly; he said something I didn't catch, mopping 
his face with a big green handkerchief, and detoured over to the 
furnace and fiddled with the controls and got it shut down. 

"Damn thing," he said. "Owner's too cheap to replace it with a 
modem unit that runs off a thermostat. Now we got some young 
snot he hired to take Nick's job, don't live here and don't stick 
around all day and leaves the furnace turned on too long. It's like a 
goddamn sauna in here." 

There had been a police seal on the door to Nick's room, but it 
had been officially removed. Feinberg had the key; he was a sort of 
building mayor, by virtue of seniority-he'd lived at the Medford for 
more than fifteen years-and he had got custody of the key from the 
owner. He opened the lock, swung the thick metal door open, and 
clicked on the lights. 

The first thing I saw was the skeleton. It hung from several 
pieces of shiny wire on the wall opposite the door, and it was a 
grisly damned thing streaked with blobs of red and green and orange 
candle wax. The top of the skull had been cut off and a fat red 
candle jutted up from the hollow inside, like some sort of ugly 
growth. Melted wax rimmed and dribbled from the grinning mouth. 
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giving it a bloody look. 

"Cute, ain't it?" Feinberg said. "Nick and his frigging skeletons." 
I moved inside. It was just a single room with a bathroom alcove, 
not more than fifteen feet square. Cluttered, but in a way that 
suggested everything had been assigned a place. Army cot against 
one wall, a small table, two chairs, one of those little waist-high 
refrigerators with a hot plate on top, a standing cupboard full of 
pots and dishes; stacks of newspapers and magazines, some well- 
used books-volumes of poetry, an anatomical text, two popular 
histories about ghouls and grave-robbers, a dozen novels with 
either "skeleton" or "bones" in the title; a broken wooden wagon, a 
Victrola without its ear-trumpet amplifier, an ancient Olivetti 
typewriter, a collection of oddball tools, a scabrous ironbound 
steamer trunk, an open box full of assorted pairs of dice, and a lot of 
other stuff, most of which appeared to be junk. 

A thick fiber mat covered the floor. On it, next to the table, was 
the chalked outline of Nick's body and some dark stains. My 
stomach kicked a little when I looked at the stains; I had seen corpses 
of bludgeon victims and I knew what those stains looked like when 
they were fresh. I went around the table on the other side and took 
a closer look at the wax-caked skeleton. Feinberg tagged along at 
my heels. 

"Nick used to talk to. that thing," he said. "Ask it questions, 
how it was feeling, could he get it anything to eat or drink. Gave me 
the willies at first. He even put his arm around it once and kissed it, 
I swear to God. I can still see him do it." 

"He got it from a medical facility?" 

"One that was part of some small college he worked at before 
he came to San Francisco. He mentioned that once." 

"Did he say where the college was?" 

"No." 

"Where did Nick come from? Around here?" 

Feinberg shook his head." Midwest somewhere, that's all I could 
get out of him." 

"How long had he been in San Francisco?" 

"Ten years. Worked here the last eight; before that, he helped 
out at a big apartment house over on Geary." 

"Why did he come to the city? Did he have relatives here or 
what?" 

"No, no relatives, he was all alone. Just him and his bones-he 
said that once." 

I poked around among the clutter of things in the room, but if 
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there had been anything here relevant to the murder, the police 
would have found it and probably removed it and it would be 
mentioned in their report. So would anything found among Nick's 
effects that determined his background. Eberhardt would have a 
copy of the report for me to look at later; when he said he'd try to do 
something he usually did it. 

When I finished with the room we went but and Feinberg locked 
the door. We took the elevator up to the lobby. It was dim up there, 
too-and a little depressing. There was a lot of plaster and wood and 
imitation marble, and some antique furniture and dusty potted 
plants, and it smelled of dust and faintly of decay. A sense of age 
permeated the place: you felt it and you smelled it and you saw it in 
the surroundings, in the half-dozen men and one woman sitting on 
the sagging chairs, reading or staring out through the windows at 
O'Farrell Street people with nothing to do and nobody to do it with, 
waiting like doomed prisoners for the sentence of death to be carried 
out. Dry witherings and an aura of hopelessness-that was the 
impression I would carry away with me and that would linger in 
my mind. 

I thought I'm fifty-four, another few years and I could be stuck 
in here too. But that wouldn't happen. I had work I could do pretty 
much to the end and I had Kerry-Kerry Wade, my lady-and I had 
some money in the bank and a collection of 6500 pulp magazines 
that were worth plenty on the collectors' market. No, this kind of 
place wouldn't happen to me. In a society that ignored and showed 
little respect for its elderly, I was one of the lucky ones. 

Feinberg led me to the desk and introduced me to the day clerk, 
a sixtyish barrel of a man named Bert Norris. If there was anything 
he could do to help, Norris said, he'd be glad to oblige; he sounded 
eager, as if nobody had needed his help in a long time. The fact that 
Feinberg had primed everyone here about my investigation made 
things easier in one respect and more difficult in another. If the 
person who had killed Nick Damiano was a resident of the Medford, 
I was not likely to catch him off guard. 

When Norris moved away to answer a switchboard call, 
Feinberg asked me, "Who're you planning to talk to now?" 

Whoever's available," I said. 

"Dan Cady? He lives here-two-eighteen. Goes to the library 
every morning after he gets off, but he's always back by noon. You 
can probably catch him before he turns in." 

"All right, good." 

"You want me to come along?" 
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"That's not necessary, Mr. Feinberg." 

"Yeah, I get it. I used to hate that kind of thing too when I was 
out on a plumbing job.” 

"What kind of thing?" 

"Somebody hanging over my shoulder, watching me work. Who 
needs crap like that? You want me. I'll be in my room with the 
scratch sheets for today's races." 

Dan Cady was a thin, sandy-haired man in his mid-sixties, 
with cheeks and nose roadmapped by ruptured blood vessels-the 
badge of the alcoholic, practicing or reformed. He wore thick glasses, 
and behind them his eyes had a strained, tired look, as if from too 
much reading. 

"Well, I'll be glad to talk to you," he said, "but I'm afraid I'm not 
very clear-headed right now. I was just getting ready for bed." 

"I won't take up much of your time, Mr. Cady." 

He let me in. His room was small and strewn with library books, 
most of which appeared to deal with American history; a couple of 
big maps, an old one of the United States and an even older 
parchment map of Asia, adorned the walls, and there were plaster 
busts of historical figures I didn't recognize, a huge globe on a 
wooden stand. There was only one chair, he let me have that and 
perched himself on the bed. 

I asked him about Sunday night, and his account of how he'd 
come to find Nick Damiano's body coincided with what Feinberg 
had told me. "It was a frightening experience," he said. "I'd never 
seen anyone dead by violence before. His head.. ,well, it was awful." 

"Were there signs of a struggle in the room?" 

"Yes, some things were knocked about. But I'd say it was a brief 
struggle-there wasn't much damage." 

"Is there anything unusual you noticed? Something that should 
have been there but wasn't, for instance?" 

"No. I was too shaken to notice anything like that." 

"Was Nick's door open when you got there?" 

"Wide open." 

"How about the door to the alley?" 

"No. Closed." 

"How did you happen to check it, then?" 

"Well, I'm not sure," Cady said. He seemed faintly embarrassed; 
his eyes didn't quite meet mine. "I was stunned and frightened; it 
occurred to me that the murderer might still be around somewhere. 
I took a quick look around the basement and then opened the alley 
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door and looked out there... I wasn't thinking very clearly. It was 
only when I shut the door again that I realized it had been unlocked." 

"Did you see or hear anything inside or out?" 

"Nothing. I left the door unlocked and went back to the lobby to 
call the police." 

"When you saw Nick earlier that night, Mr. Cady, how did he 
seem to you?" 

"Seem? Well, he was cheerful; he usually was. He said he'd 
have come up sooner to fix the lamp but his old bones wouldn't 
allow it. That was the way he talked..." 

"Yes, I know. Do you have any idea who he might have argued 
with that night, who might have killed him?" 

"None," Cady said. "He was such a gentle soul... I still can't 
believe a thing like that could happen to him." 

Down in the lobby again, I asked Bert Norris if Wesley Thane, 
George Weaver, and Charley Slattery were on the premises. Thane 
was, he said. Room 315; Slattery was at Monahan's Gym and would 
be until six o'clock. He started to tell me that Weaver was out, but 
then his eyes shifted past me and he said, "No, there he is now. Just 
coming in." 

I turned. A heavy-set, stooped man of about seventy had just 
entered from the street, walking with The aid of a hickory cane; but 
he seemed to get along pretty good. He was carrying a grocery sack 
in his free hand and a folded newspaper under his arm. 

I intercepted him halfway to the elevator and told him who I 
was. He looked me over for about ten seconds, out of alert blue eyes 
that had gone a little rheumy, before he said, "Irv Feinberg said 
you'd be around." His voice was surprisingly strong and clear for 
a man his age. "But I can't help you much. Don't know much." 

"Should we talk down here or in your room?" 

" Down here's all right with me." 

We crossed to a deserted comer of the lobby and took chairs in 
front of a fireplace that had been boarded up and painted over. 
Weaver got a stubby little pipe out of his coat pocket and began to 
load up. 

I said, "About Sunday night, Mr. Weaver. I understand you 
went down to the basement to get something out of your storage 
locker..." 

"My old radio," he said. "New one I bought a while back quit 
playing and I like to listen to the eleven o'clock news before I got to 
sleep. When I got down there I heard Damiano and some fella 
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arguing." 

"Just Nick and one other man?" 

"Sounded that way." 

"Was the voice at all familiar to you?" 

"Didn't sound familiar. But I couldn't hear it too well; I was 
over by the lockers. Couldn't make out what they were saying 
either." 

"How long were you in the basement?" 

"Three or four minutes, is all." 

"Did the argument get louder, more violent, while you were 
there?" 

"Didn't seem to. No." He struck a kitchen match and put the 
flame to the bowl of his pipe. "If it had I guess I'd've gone over and 
banged on the door, announced myself. I'm as curious as the next 
man when it comes to that." 

"But as it was you went straight back to your room?" 

"That's right. Ran into Charley Slattery when I got out of the 
elevator; his room's just down from mine on the third floor." 

"What was his reaction when you told him what you'd heard?" 

"Didn't seem to worry him much," Weaver said. "Sol figured it 
was nothing for me to worry about either." 

"Slattery didn't happen to go down to the basement himself, 
did he?" 

"Never said anything about it if he did." 

I don't know what I expected Wesley Thane to be like-the 
Raymond Massey or John Carradine type, maybe, something along 
those shabbily aristocratic and vaguely sinister lines-but the man 
who opened the door to Room 315 looked about as much like an 
actor as I do. He was a smallish guy in his late sixties, he was bald, 
and he had a nondescript face except for mean little eyes under 
thick black brows that had no doubt contributed to his career as a B- 
movie villain. He looked somewhat familiar, but even though I like 
old movies and watch them whenever I can, I couldn't have named 
a single film he had appeared in. 

He said, "Yes? What is it?" in a gravelly, staccato voice. That 
was familiar, too, but again I couldn't place it in any particular 
context 

I identified myself and asked if I could talk to him about Nick 
Damiano. "That cretin," he said, and for a moment I thought he 
was going to shut the door in my face. But then he said, "Oh, all 
right, come in. If I don't talk to you, you'll probably think I had 



BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


155 


something to do with the poor fool's murder." 

He turned and moved off into the room, leaving me to shut the 
door. The room was larger than Dan Cady's and jammed with stage 
and screen memorabilia: framed photographs, playbills, film 
posters, blown-up black-and-white stills; and a variety of salvaged 
props, among them the plumed helmet off a suit of armor and a 
Napoleonic uniform displayed on a dressmaker's dummy. 

Thane stopped near a lumpy-looking couch and did a theatrical 
about-face. The scowl he wore had a practiced look, and it occurred 
to me that under it he might be enjoying himself. "Well?" he said. 

I said, "You didn't like Nick Damiano, did you, Mr. Thane," 
making it a statement instead of a question. 

"No, I didn't like him. And no, I didn't kill him, if that's your 
next question.'' 

"Why didn't you like him?" 

"He was a cretin. A gibbering moron. All that nonsense about 
skeletons-he ought to have been locked up long ago." 

"You have any idea who did kill him?" 

"No. The police seem to think it was a drug addict." 

"That's one theory," I said. "Irv Feinberg has another: he thinks 
the killer is a resident of this hotel." 

"I know what Irv Feinberg drinks. He's a dammed meddler 
who doesn't know when to keep his mouth shut." 

"You don't agree with him then?" 

"I don't care one way or another." 

Thame sat down and crossed his legs and adopted a sufferer's 
pose; now he was playing the martyr. I grinned at him, because it 
was something he wasn't expecting, and went to look at some of the 
stuff on the walls. One of the black-and-white stills depicted Thane 
in Western garb, with a smoking sixgun in his hand. The largest of 
the photographs was of dark Gable, with an ink inscription that 
read, "For my good friend, Wes." 

Behind me Thane said impatiently, "I'm waiting." 

I let him wait a while longer. Then I moved back near the couch 
and grinned at him again and said, "Did you see Nick Damiano the 
night he was murdered?" 

"I did not." 

"Talk to him at all that day?" 

"No." 

"When was the last you had trouble with him?" 

"Trouble? What do you mean, trouble?" 

"Irv Feinberg told me you hit Nick once, when he tried to brush 
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off your coat." 

"My God," Thane said, "thatwas years ago. And itwas only a 
slap. I had no problems with him after that. He avoided me and I 
ignored him; we spoke only when it was necessary." He paused, 
and his eyes got bright with something that might have been malice. 
"If you're looking for someone who had trouble with Damiano 
recently, talk to Charley Slattery." 

"What kind of trouble did Slattery have with Nick?" 

"Ask him. It's none of my business." 

"Why did you bring it up then?" 

He didn't say anything. His eyes were still bright. 

"All right. I'll ask Slattery," I said. "Tell me, what did you think 
when you heard about Nick? Were you pleased?" 

"Of course not. I was shocked. I’ve played many violent roles in 
my career, but violence in real life always shocks me." 

"The shock must have worn off pretty fast. You told me a couple 
of minutes ago you don't care who killed him." 

"Why should I, as long as no one else is harmed?" 

"So why did you kick in the twenty dollars?" 

"What?" 

"Feinberg's fund to hire me. Why did you contribute?" 

"If I hadn't it would have made me look suspicious to the others. 
I have to live with these people; I don't need that sort of stigma." He 
gave me a smug look. "And if you repeat that to anyone. I'll deny 
it" 

"Must be tough on you," I said. 

"I beg your pardon?" 

"Having to live in a place like this, with a bunch of broken- 
down old nobodies who don'thave your intelligence or compassion 
or great professional skill." 

That got to him; he winced, and for a moment the actor's mask 
slipper and I had a glimpse of the real Wesley Thane-a defeated old 
man with faded dreams of glory, a never-was with a small and 
mediocre talent, clinging to the tattered fringes of a business that 
couldn't care less. Then he got the mask in place again and said 
with genuine anger, "Get out of here. I don't have to take abuse from 
a cheap gumshoe." 

"You're dating yourself, Mr Thane; nobody uses the word 
'gumshoe' any more. It's forties B-movie dialogue." 

He bounced up off the couch, pinch-faced and glaring. "Get 
out, I said. "Get out!" 

I got out. And I was on my way to the elevator when I realized 
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why Thane hadn't liked Nick Damiano. It was because Nick had 
taken attention away from him-upstaged him. Thane was an actor, 
but there wasn't any act he could put on that was more compelling 
than the real-life performance of Nick and his skeleton. 

Monahan's Gym was one of those tough, men-only places that 
catered to ex-pugs and oldtimers in the fight game, the kind of place 
you used to see a lot of in the forties and fifties but that have become 
an anachronism in this day of chic health clubs, fancy spas, and 
dwindling interest in the art of prizefighting. It smelled of sweat 
and steam and old leather, and it resonated with the grunts of 
weightlifters, the smack and thud of gloves against leather bags, 
the profane talk of men at liberty from a more or less polite society. 

I found Charley Slattery in the locker room, working there as an 
attendant. He was a short, beefy guy, probably a light-heavyweight 
in his boxing days, gone to fat around the middle in his old age; 
white-haired, with a face as seamed and time-eroded as a chunk of 
desert sandstone. One of his eyes had a glassy look; his nose and 
mouth were lumpy with scar tissue. A game fighter in his day, I 
thought, but not a very good one. A guy who had never quite learned 
how to cover up against the big punches, the hammerblows that 
put you down and out. 

"Sure, I been expectin you," he said when I told him who I was. 
"Irv Feinberg, he said you'd be around. You findin out anything the 
cops dint?" 

"It's too soon to tell, Mr. Slattery." 

"Charley," he said, "I hate that Mr. Slattery crap." 

"All right, Charley." 

"Well, I wish I could tell you somethin would help you, but I 
can't think of nothin. I dint even see Nick for two-three days before 
he was murdered." 

"Any idea who might have killed him?" 

"Well, some punk off the street, I guess. Guy Nick was arguin 
with that night-George Weaver, he told you about that, dint he? 
What he heard?" 

"Yes. He also said he met you upstairs just afterward." 

Slattery nodded. "I was headin down the lobby for a Coke, they 
got a machine down there, and George, he come out of the elevator 
with his cane and this little radio unner his arm. He looked kind of 
funny and I ast him what's the matter and that's when he told me 
about tire argument." 

"What did you do then?" 
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" What'd I do? Went down to get my Coke." 

"You didn't go to the basement?" 

" Nah, damn it. George, he said it was just a argument Nick was 
having with somebody. I never figured it was nothin, you know, 
violent If I had-Yeah, Eddie? You need somethin?" 

A muscular black man in his mid-thirties, naked except for a 
pair of silver-blue boxing trunks, had come up. He said, "Towel 
and some soap, Charley. No soap in the showers again." 

"Goddamn. I catch the guy keeps swipin it," Slattery said, "I'll 
kick his ass." He went and got a clean towel and a bar of soap, and 
the black man moved off with them to a back row of lockers. Slattery 
watched him go; then he said to me, "That's Eddie Jordan. Pretty 
fair welterweight once, but he never trained right, never had the 
right manager. He could of been good, that boy, if-" He broke off, 
frowning. "I shouldn't ought to call him that, I guess. 'Boy.' Blacks, 
they don t like to be called that nowadays." 

"No," I said, "they don't." 

"But I don't mean nothin by it. I mean, we always called em 
'boy,' it was just somethin we called em. 'Nigger,' too, same thing. It 
wasn't nothing personal, you know?" 

I knew, all right, but it was not something I wanted to or ever 
could explain to Charley Slattery. Race relations, the whole question 
of race, was too complex an issue. In his simple world, 'nigger' and 
'boy' were just words, meaningless words without a couple of 
centuries of hatred and malice behind them, and it really wasn't 
anything personal. 

"Let's get back to Nick," I said. "You liked him, didn't you, 
Charley?" 

"Sure I did. He was goofy, him and his skeletons, but he worked 
hard and he never bothered anybody." 

"I had a talk with Wesley Thane a while ago. He told me you 
had some trouble with Nick not long ago." 

Slattery's eroded face arranged itself into a scowl. "That damn 
actor, he don't know what he's talkin about. Why don'the mind his 
own damn business? I never had no trouble with Nick." 

"Not even a little? A disagreement of some kind, maybe?" 

He hesitated. Then he shrugged and said, "Well, yeah, I guess 
we had that. A kind of disagreement." 

"When was this?" 

"I dunno. Couple of weeks ago." 

"What was it about?" 

"Garbage," Slattery said. 
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"Garbage?" 

"Nick, he didn't like nobody touchin the cans in the basement. 
But hell, I was down there one night and the cans unner the chutes 
was full, so I switched em for empties. Well, Nick come around and 
yelled at me, and I wasn't feelin too good so I yelled back at him. 
Next thing, I got sore and kicked over one of the cans and spilled 
out some garbage. Dan Cady, he heard the noise clear up in the 
lobby and come down and that son of a bitch Wes Thane was with 
him. Dan, he got Nick and me calmed down. That's all there was to 
it." 

"How were things between you and Nick after that?" 

" Okay. He forgot it and so did I. It dint mean nothin. It was just 
one of them things." 

"Did Nick have problems with any other people in the hotel?" 
I asked. 

"Nah. I don't think so." 

"What about Wes Thane? He admitted he and Nick didn't get 
along very well." 

"I never heard about them havin no fight or anythin like that." 

"How about trouble Nick might have had with somebody 
outside the Medford?" 

"Nah," Slattery said. "Nick, he got along with everybody, you 
know? Everybody liked Nick, even if he was goofy." 

Yeah, I thought, everybody liked Nick, even if he was goofy. 
Then why is he dead? Why? 

I went back to the Medford and talked with three more residents, 
none of whom could offer any new information or any possible 
answers to that question of motive. It was almost five when I gave it 
up for the day and went next door to the office. 

Eberhardt was there, but I didn't see him at first because he was 
on his hands and kness behind his desk. He poked his head up as 
I came inside and shut the door. 

"Fine thing," I said, "you down on your knees like that. What if 
I'd been a prospective client?" 

"So? I wouldn't let somebody like you hire me." 

"What're you doing down there anyway?" 

"I was cleaning my pipe and I dropped the damn bit." He 
disappeared again for a few seconds, muttered, "Here it is," 
reappeared, and hoisted himself to his feet. 

There were pipe ashes all over the front of his tie and his white 
shirt; he'd even managed to get a smear of ash across his jowly 
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chin. He was something of a slob, Eberhardt was, which gave us 
one of several common bonds: I was something of a slob myself. We 
had been friends for more then thirty years, and we'd been through 
some hard times together-some very hard times in the recent past. I 
hadn't been sure at first that taking him in as a partner after his 
retirement was a good idea, for a variety of reasons; butit had worked 
out so far. Much better than I’d expected, in fact. 

He sat down and began brushing pipe dottle off his desk; he 
must have dropped a bowlful on it as well as on himself. He said as 
I hung up my coat, "How goes the Nick Damiano investigation?'' 

"Not too good. Did you manage to get a copy of the police 
report?" 

"On your desk. But I don't think it'll tell you much." 

The report was in an unmarked manila envelope; I read it 
standing up. Eberhardtwas rightthatitdidn'tenlighten me much. 
Nick Damiano had been struck on the head at least three times by a 
heavy blunt instrument and had died of a brain hemorrhage, 
probably within seconds of the first blow. The wounds were 
"consistent with" a length of three-quarter-inch steel pipe, but the 
weapon hadn't been positively identified because no trace of it had 
been found. As for Nick’s background, nothing had been found 
there either. No items of personal history among his effects, no hint 
of relatives or even of his city of origin. They'd run a check on his 
fingerprints through the FBI computer, with negative results: he 
had never been arrested on a felony charge, never been in military 
service or applied for a civil service job, never been fingerprinted at 
all. 

When I put the report down Eberhardt said, "Anything?" 

"Doesn't look like it." I sat in my chair and looked out the 
window for a time, at heavy rainclouds massing above the Federal 
Building down the hill. "There's just nothing to go on in this thing, 
Eb-no real leads or suspects, no apparent motive." 

"So maybe it's random. A street-killing, drug-related, like the 
report speculates.” 

"Maybe." 

"You don't think so?" 

"Our client doesn't think so." 

"You want to talk over the details?" 

"Sure. But let's do it over a couple of beers and some food." 

"I thought you were on a diet." 

" I am. Whenever Kerry's around. But she's working late tonight- 
new ad campaign she's writing. A couple of beers won't hurt me. 
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And we'll have something nonfattening to eat." 

"Sure we will/' Eberhardt said. 

We went to an Italian place out on Clement at 25th Avenue and 
had four beers apiece and plates of fettucine Alfredo and half a loaf 
of garlic bread. But the talking we did got us nowhere. If one of the 
residents of the Medford had killed Nick Damiano, what was the 
damn motive? A broken-down old actor's petulant jealousy? A 
mindless dispute over garbage cans? Just what was that argument 
all about that George Weaver had overheard? 

Eberhardt and I split up early and I drove home to my flat on 
Pacific Heights. The place had a lonely feel; after spending most of 
the day in and around the Medford, I needed some laughter and 
bonhomie to cheer me up-I needed Kerry. I thought about calling her 
at Bates and Carpenter, her ad agency, but she didn't like to be 
disturbed while she was working. And she'd said she expected to 
be there most of the evening. 

I settled instead for cuddling up to my collection of pulp 
magazines-browsing here and there, finding something to read. On 
nights like this the pulps weren't much of a substitute for human 
companionship in general and Kerry in particular, but at least they 
kept my mind occupied. I found a 1943 issue of Dime Detective that 
looked interesting, took it into the bathtub, and lingered there 
reading until 1 got drowsy. Then I went to bed, went right to sleep 
for a change - 

- and woke up at three A.M. by the luminous dial of the 
nightstand clock, because the clouds had finally opened up and 
unleashed a wailing torrent of wind-blown rain: the sound of it on 
the roof and on the rainspouts outside the window was loud enough 
to wake up a deaf man. I lay there half groggy, listening to the storm 
and drinking about how the weather had gone all screwy lately 
and maybe it was time somebody started making plans for another 
ark. 

And then all of a sudden 1 was thinking about something else, 
and I wasn’t groggy anymore. 1 sat up in bed, wide awake. And 
inside of five minutes, without much effort now that I had been 
primed, 1 knew what it was the police had overlooked and 1 was 
reasonably sure 1 knew who had murdered Nick Damiano. 

But 1 still didn't know u hy; 1 didn't even have an inkling of 
why. That was what kept me awako until dawn-that, and the 
unceasing raeketnj (h ••tone. 

The Medio:d > honi o...>r was still on its night security lock 
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when I got there at a quarter to eight. Dan Cady let me in. I asked 
him a couple of questions about Nick's janitorial habits, and tile 
answers he gave me pretty much confirmed my suspicions. To make 
absolutely sure, I went down to the basement and spent ten minutes 
poking around in its hot and noisy gloom. 

Now the hard part the part I never liked. I took the elevator to 
the third floor and knocked on the door to Room 304. He was there; 
not more than five seconds passed before he called out "Door's not 
locked." I opened it and stepped inside. 

He was sitting in a faded armchair near the window, staring 
out at the rain and the wet streets below. He turned his head briefly 
to look at me, then turned it back again to tire window. The stubby 
little pipe was between his teeth and the overheated air smelled of 
his tobacco, a kind of dry, sweet scent, like withered roses. 

"More questions?" he said. 

"Not exactly, Mr. Weaver. You mind if I sit down?" 

"Bed's all there is." 

I sat on tiie bottom edge of the bed, a few feet away from him. 
The room was small, neat-not much furniture, not much of anything; 
old patterned wallpaper and a threadbare carpet, both of which 
had a patina of gray. Maybe it was my mood and the rain-dull day 
outside, but the entire room seemed gray, full of thataura of age and 
hopelessness. 

"Hot in here," I said. "Furnace is going full blast down in the 
basement" 

"I don't mind it hot" 

"Nick Damiano did a better job of regulating the heat I 
understand. He'd turn it on for a few hours in the morning, leave it 
off most of the day, turn it back on in the evenings, and then shut it 
down again by midnight The night he died, though, he didn't have 
time to shut it down." 

Weaver didn't say anything. 

"It's pretty noisy in the basement when that furnace is on," I 
said. "You can hardly hold a normal conversation with somebody 
standing right next to you. It'd be almost impossible to hear 
anything, even raised voices, from a distance. So you couldn't have 
heard an argument inside Nick's room, not from back by the storage 
lockers. And probably not even if you stood right next to the door, 
because the door's thick and made of metal." 

He still didn't stir, didn't speak. 

"You made up the argument because you ran into Charley 
Slattery, didn't you? He might have told the police he saw you come 



BEST OF DETECTS r, STORIES 


163 


out of the elevator around the time Nick was killed, and that you 
seemed upset; so you had to protect yourself. Just like you protected 
yourself by unlocking the alley door after the murder." 

More silence. 

"You murdered Nick, all right. Beat him to death with your 
cane-hickory like that is as thick and hard as three-quarter-inch 
steel pipe. Charley told me you had it under your arm when you got 
off the elevator. Why under your arm? Why weren't you walking 
with it like you usually do? Has to be that you didn't want your 
fingers around the handle, the part you clubbed Nick with, even if 
you did wipe off most of the blood and gore." 

He was looking at me now, without expression-just a dull 
steady waiting look. 

"How did you clean the cane once you were here in your room? 
Soap and water? Cleaning fluid of some kind? It doesn't matter, 
you know. There'll still be minute traces of blood on it that the 
police lab can match up to Nick’s." 

He put an end to his silence then; he said in a clear, toneless 
voice," All right. I done it," and that made it a little easier on both of 
us. The truth is always easier, no matter how painful it might be. 

I said, "Do you want to tell me about it, Mr. Weaver?” 

"Not much to tell," he said, "I went to the basement to get my 
other radio, like I told you before. He was fixing the door to one of 
die storage bins near mine. I looked at him up close, and I knew he 
was the one. I'd had a feeling he was ever since I moved in, but that 
night, up close like that, I knew it for sure." 

He paused to take the pipe out of his mouth and lay it carefully 
on the table next to his chair. Then he said, "I accused him point 
blank. He put his hands over his ears like a woman, like he couldn't 
stand to hear it, and ran to his room. I went after him. Got inside 
before he could shut the door. He started babbling, crazy things 
about skeletons, and I saw that skeleton of his grinning across the 
room, and I... I don't know, I don't remember that part too good. 
He pushed me, I think, and I hit him with my cane... I kept hitting 
him..." 

His voice trailed off and he sat there stiffly, with his big gnarled 
bands clenched in his lap. 

" Why, Mr. Weaver? You said he was the one, that you accused 
him-accused him of what?" 

He didn't seem to hear me. He said, "After I come to my senses, 
I couldn't breathe. Thought I was having a heart attack. God, itwas 
hot in there... hot as hell. I opened the alley door to get some air and 
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I guess I must have left it unlocked. I never did that on purpose. 
Only the story about the argument." 

"Why did you kill Nick Damiano?" 

No answer for a few seconds; I thought he still wasn't listening 
and I was about to ask the question again. But then he said. "My 
Bible's over on the desk. Look inside the front cover." 

The Bible was a well-used Gideon and inside the front cover 
was a yellowed newspaper clipping. I opened the clipping. It was 
from the Chicago Sun-Times, dated June 23,1957-a news story, with 
an accompanying photograph, that bore the headline: FLOWER 
SHOP BOMBER IDENTIFIED. 

I took it back to the bed and sat again to read it. It said that the 
person responsible for a homemade bomb that had exploded in a 
crowded florist shop die day before, killing seven people, was a 
handyman named Nicholas Donate. One of die dead was Marjorie 
Donato, the bomber's estranged wife and an employee of the shop; 
another vicdm was the shop's owner, Arthur Cullen, with whom 
Mrs. Donato had apparently been having an affair. According to 
friends, Nicholas Donato had been despondent over the 
estrangement and the affair, had taken to drinking heavily, and 
had threatened "to do something drastic" if his wife didn'tmove 
back in with him. He had disappeared the morning of the explosion 
and had not been apprehended at the time the news story was 
printed. His evident intention had been to blow up only his wife 
and her lover; but Mrs. Donato had opened the package containing 
the bomb immediately after it was brought by messenger, in the 
presence of several customers, and the result had been mass 
slaughter. 

I studied the photograph of Nicholas Donato. It was a head- 
and-shoulders shot, of not very good quality, and I had to took at it 
closely for a time to see the likeness. But it was there: Nicholas 
Donato and Nick Damiano had been the same man. 

Weaver had been watching me read. When I looked up from the 
clipping he said, "They never caught him. Traced him to 
Indianapolis, but then he disappeared for good. All these years, 
twenty-seven years, and I come across him here in San Francisco. 
Coincidence. Or maybe it was supposed to happen that way. The 
hand of the Lord guides us all, and we don't always understand 
the whvs and wherefores." 

" Mr. Weaver, what did that bombing massacre have to do with 

you?" 

"One of the people he blew up was my youngest daughter. 
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Twenty-two that year. Went to that flower shop to pick out an 
arrangement for her wedding. I saw her after it happened, I saw 
what his bomb did to her..." 

He broke off again; his strong voice trembled a little now. But 
his eyes were dry. He'd cried once, he'd cried many times, but that 
had been long ago. There were no tears left any more. 

I got slowly to my feet. The heat and the sweetish tobacco scent 
were making me feel sick to my stomach. And the grayness, the 
aura of age and hopelessness and tragedy were like an oppressive 
weight. 

I said, "I'll be going now." 

"Going?" he said. "Telephone's right out in the hall." 

"I won't be calling the police, Mr. Weaver. From here or from 
anywhere else." 

"What's that? But., .you know I killed him..." 

"I don'tknow anything," I said. "I don'teven remember coming 
here today." 

I left him quickly, before he could say anything else, and went 
downstairs and out to O'Farrell Street. Wind-hurled rain buffeted 
me, icy and stinging, but the feel and smell of it was a relief. I pulled 
up the collar on my overcoat and hurried next door. 

Upstairs in the office I took Irv Feinberg's two hundred dollars 
out of the lock-box in the desk and slipped the envelope into my 
coat pocket. He wouldn't like getting it back; he wouldn't like my 
calling it quits on the investigation, just as the police had done. But 
that didn't matter. Let the dead lie still, and the dying find what 
little peace they had left. The judgment was out of human hands 
anyway. 

I tried not to think about Nick Damiano any more, but it was too 
soon and I couldn't blot him out yet. Harmless old Nick, the happy 
whack. Jesus Christ. Seven people-he had slaughtered seven people 
that day in 1957. And for what? For a lost woman; for a lost love. No 
wonder he'd gone batty and developed an obsession for skeletons. 
He had lived with them, seven of them, all those years, heard them 
clattering and clacking all those thousands of nights. And now, 
pretty soon, he wpuld be one himself. 

Skeleton rattle your mouldy leg. 

All men's lovers come to this. 



LAWRENCE BLOCK 

(b.1938) 


Out of the Window 

(Matt Scudder) 


There was nothing special about her last day. She seemed a 
little jittery, preoccupied with something or with nothing at all. But 
this was nothing new for Paula. 

She was never much of a waitress in the three months she spent 
at Armstrong's. She'd forget some orders and mix up others, and 
when you wanted the check or another round of drinks you could 
go crazy trying to attract her attention. There were days when she 
walked through her shift like a ghost through walls, and it was as 
though she had perfected some arcane technique of astral projection, 
sending her mind out for a walk while her long lean body went on 
serving food and drinks and wiping down empty tables. 

She did make an effort, though. She damn well tried. She could 
always manage a smile. Sometimes it was the brave smile of the 
walking wounded and other times it was a tight-jawed, brittle grin 
with a couple tabs of amphetamine behind it, but you take what 
you can to get through die days and any smile is better than none at 
all. She knew most of Armstrong's regulars by name and her greeting 
always made you feel as though you'd come home. When that's all 
the home you have, you tend to appreciate that sort of thing. 

And if the career wasn't perfect for her, well, it certainly hadn't 
been what she'd had in mind when she came to New York in the 
first place. You no more set out to be a waitress in a Ninth Avenue 
gin mill than you intentionally become an ex-cop coasting through 
the months on bourbon and coffee. We have that sort of greatness 
thrust upon us. When you're as young as Paula Wittlauer you hang 
in there, knowing things are going to get better. When you're my 
age you just hope they don't get too much worse. 

She worked the early shift, noon to eight, Tuesday through 
Saturday. Trina came on at six so there were two girls on the floor 
during the dinner rush. At eight Paula would go wherever she 
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went and Trina would keep on bringing cups of coffee and glasses 
of bourbon for another six hours or so. 

Paula's last day was a Thursday in late September. The heat of 
the summer was starting to break up. There was a cooling rain that 
morning and the sun never did show its face. I wandered in around 
four in the afternoon with a copy of the Post and read through it 
while I had my first drink of the day. At eight o'clock I was talking 
with a couple of nurses from Roosevelt Hospital who wanted to 
grouse about a resident surgeon with a Messiah complex. I was 
making sympathetic noises when Paula swept past our table and 
told me to have a good evening. 

I said, "You too, kid." Did I look up? Did we smile at each 
other? Hell, I don't remember. 

"See you tomorrow. Matt" 

"Right" I said. "God willing." 

But He evidently wasn't Around three Justin closed up and I 
went around the block to my hotel. It didn't take long for the coffee 
and bourbon to cancel each other out I got into bed and slept. 

My hotel is on Fifty-seventh Street between Eighth and Ninth. 
It's on the uptown side of the block and my window is on the street 
side looking south. I can see the World Trade Center at the tip of 
Manhattan from my window. 

I can also see Paula's building. It's on the other side of Fifty- 
seventh Street a hundred yards or so to the east a towering high- 
rise that, had it been directly across from me, would have blocked 
my view of the trade center. 

She lived on die seventeenth floor. Sometime after four she went 
out a high window. She swung out past the sidewalk and landed 
in the street a few feet from the curb, touching down between a 
couple of parked cars. 

In high school physics they teach you that falling bodies 
accelerate at a speed of thirty-two feet per second. So she would 
have fallen thirty-two feet in the first second, another sixty-four feet 
the next second, then ninety-six feet in die third. Since she fell 
something like two hundred feet, I don't suppose she could have 
spent more than four seconds in the actual act of falling. It must 
have seemed a lot longer than that. 

I got up around ten, ten-thirty. When I stopped at the desk for 
my mail Vinnie told me they'd had a jumper across the street during 
the night. "A dame," he said, which is a word you don't hear much 
anymore. "She went out without a stitch on. You could catch your 
death that way." 
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Hooked at him. 

“Landed in the street, just missed somebody's Caddy. How'd 
you like to find something like that for a hood ornament? I wonder 
if your insurance would cover that. What do you call it, act of God?" 
He came out from behind the desk and walked with me to the door. 
"Over there," he said, pointing. "The florist's van there is covering 
the spot where she flopped. Nothing to see anyway. They scooped 
her up with a spatula and a sponge and then they hosed it all 
down. By the time I came on duty there wasn't a trace left." 

"Who was she?" 

"Who knows?" 

I had things to do that morning, and as I did them I thought 
from time to time of the jumper. They' re not that rare and they usually 
do the deed in the hours before dawn. They say it 7 s always darkest 
then. 

Sometime in the early afternoon I was passing Armstrong's 
and stopped in for a short one. I stood at the bar and looked around 
to say hello to Paula but she wasn't there. A doughy redhead named 
Rita was taking her shift. 

Dean was behind the bar. I asked him where Paula was. "She 
skipping school today?" 

"You didn't hear?" 

"Jimmy fired her?" 

He shook his head, and before I could venture any further 
guesses he told me. 

Tdrank my drink. I had an appointment to see somebody about 
something, but suddenly it ceased to seem important. I put a dime 
in the phone and cancelled my appointment and came back and 
had another drink. My hand was trembling slightly when I picked 
up the glass. It was a little steadier when I set it down. 

I crossed Ninth Avenue and sat in St. Paul's for a while. Ten, 
twenty minutes. Something like that. I lit a candle for Paula and a 
few other candles for a few other corpses, and I sat there and thought 
about life and death and high windows. Around the time I left the 
police force I discovered that churches were very good places for 
thinking about that sort of thing. 

After a while I walked over to her building and stood on the 
pavement in front of it. The florist's truck had moved on and I 
examined the street where she'd landed. There was, as Vinnie had 
assured me, no trace of what had happened. I tilted my head back 
and looked up, wondering what window she might have fallen 
from, and then I looked down at the pavement and then up again. 
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and a sudden rush of vertigo made my head spin. In the course of 
all this I managed to attract the attention of the building's doorman 
and he came out to the curb anxious to talk about the former tenant. 
He was a black man about my age and he looked as proud of his 
uniform as the guy in the Marine Corps recruiting poster. It was a 
good-looking uniform, shades of brown, epaulets, gleaming brass 
buttons. 

"Terrible thing," he said. "A young girl like that with her whole 
life ahead of her." 

"Did you know her well?" 

He shook his head. "She would give me a smile, always say 
hello, always call me by name. Always in a hurry, rushing in, rushing 
out again. You wouldn't think she had a care in the world. But you 
never know." 

"You never do." 

"She lived on the seventeenth floor. 1 wouldn't live that high 
above the ground if you gave me the place rent-free." 

"Heights bother you?" 

I don't know if he heard the question. "I live up one flight of 
stairs. That's just fine for me. No elevator and no, no high window." 
His brow clouded and he looked on tire verge of saying something 
else, but then someone started to enter his building's lobby and he 
moved to intercept him. I looked up again, trying to count windows 
to the seventeenth floor, but the vertigo returned and I gave it up. 

"Are you Matthew Scudder?" 

I looked up. The girl who'd asked the question was very young, 
with long straight brown hair and enormous light brown eyes. Her 
face was open and defenseless and her lower lip was quivering. I 
said I was Matthew Scudder and pointed at the chair opposite 
mine. She remained on her feet 

"I'm Ruth Wittlauer," she said. 

The name didn't register until she said, "Paula's sister." Then 
I nodded and studied her face for signs of a family resemblance. If 
they were there I couldn't find them. It was ten in the evening and 
Paula Wittlauer had been dead for eighteen hours and her sister 
was standing expectantly before me, her face a curious blend of 
determination and uncertainty. 

I said, "I'm sorry. Won't you sit down? And will you have 
something to drink?" 

"I don't drink." 

"Coffee?" 

"I've been drinking coffee all day. I'm shaky from all the damn 
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coffee. Do I have to order something?" 

She was on the edge, all right. I said, "No, of course not. You 
don't have to order anything." And I caught Trina's eye and warned 
her off and she nodded shortly and let us alone. I sipped my own 
coffee and watched Ruth Wittlauer over the brim of the cup. 

"You knew my sister, Mr. Scudder." 

"In a superficial way, as a customer knows a waitress." 

"The police say she killed herself." 

" And you don't think so?" 

"I know she didn't." 

I watched her eyes while she spoke and I was willing to believe 
she meant what she said. She didn't believe that Paula went out the 
window of her own accord, not for a moment Of course, that didn't 
mean she was right 

"What do you think happened?" 

"She was murdered." She made the statement quite matter-of- 
factly. "I know she was murdered. I think I know who did it." 

"Who?" 

"Cary McCloud." 

"I don't know him." 

"But it may have been somebody else," she went on. She lit a 
cigarette, smoked for a few moments in silence. "I'm pretty sure it 
was Cary," she said. 

"Why?" 

"They were living together." She frowned, as if in recognition 
of the fact that cohabitation was small evidence of murder. "He 
could do it," she said carefully. "That's why I think he did. I don't 
think just anyone could commit murder. In the heat of the moment, 
sure, I guess people fly off the handle, but to do it deliberately and 
throw someone out of a, out of a, to just deliberately throw someone 
out of a-" 

I put my hand on top of hers. She had long small-boned hands 
and her skin was cool and dry to the touch. I thought she was going 
to cry or break or something but she didn't. It was just not going to 
be possible for her to say the word window and she would stall 
every time she came to it 

"What do the police say?" 

"Suicide. They say she killed herself." She drew on the cigarette. 
"But they don't know her, they never knew her. If Paula wanted to 
kill herself she would have taken pills. She liked pills." 

"I figured she took'ups." 

"Ups, tranquilizers, ludes, barbiturates. And she liked grass 
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and she liked to drink." She lowered her eyes. My hand was still on 
top of hers and she looked at our two hands and I removed mine. "I 
don't do any of those things. I drink coffee, that's my one vice, and 
I don't even do that much because it makes me jittery. It's the coffee 
that 7 s making me nervous tonight. Not. .all of this." 

"Okay." 

"She was twenty-four. I'm twenty. Baby sister, square baby sister, 
except that was always how she wanted me to be. She did all these 
things and at the same time she told me not to do them, that it was 
a bad scene. I think she kept me straight. I really do. Not so much 
because of what she was saying as that I looked at the way she was 
living and what it was doing to her and I didn't want that tor 
myself. I thought it was crazy, what she was doing to herself, but at 
the same time I guess I worshipped her, she was always my heroine. 
I loved her, God, I really did. I'm just starting to realize how much, 
and she's dead and he killed her, I know he killed her, I just know 
it" 

After a while I asked her what she wanted me to do. 

"You're a detective." 

"Not in an official sense. I used to be a cop." 

"Could you... find out what happened?" 

"Idon'tknow." 

"I tried talking to the police. It was like talking to the wall. I 
can't just turn around and do nothing. Do you understand me?" 

"I think so. Suppose I look into it and it still looks like suicide?" 

"She didn't kill herself." 

"Well, suppose I wind up thinking that she did." 

She thought it over. "I still wouldn't have to believe it" 

"No," I agreed. "We get to choose what we believe." 

"I have some money." She put her purse on the table. "I'm the 
straight sister, I have an office job, I save money. I have five hundred 
dollars with me." 

"That's too much to carry in this neighborhood." "Is it enough 
to hire you?" 

I didn't want to take her money. She had five hundred dollars 
and a dead sister, and parting with one wouldn't bring the other 
back to life. I'd have worked for nothing but that wouldn't have 
been good because neither of us would have taken it seriously 
enough. 

And I have rent to pay and two sons to support, and Armstrong's 
charges for the coffee and the bourbon. I took four fifty-dollar bills 
from her and told her I'd do my best to earn them. 
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After Paula Wittlauer hit the pavement, a black-and-white from 
the Eighteenth Precinct caught the squeal and took charge of the 
case. One of the cops in the car was a guy named Guzik. I hadn't 
known him when I was on the force but we’d met since then. I 
didn't like him and I don't think he cared for me either, but he was 
reasonably honest and had struck me as competent. I got him. on 
the phone the next morning and offered to buy him a lunch. 

We met at an Italian place on Fifty-sixth Street. He had veal and 
peppers and a couple glasses of red wine. I wasn't hungry but I 
made myself eat a small steak. 

Between bites of veal he said, "The kid sister, huh? I talked to 
her, you know. She’s so clean and so pretty it could break your 
heart if you let it. And of course she don't want to believe sis did the 
Dutch act. I asked is she Catholic because then there's the religious 
angle but that wasn't it. Anvway your average priest'll stretch a 
point. They're the best lawyers going, the hell, two thousand years 
of practice, they oughta be good. I took that attitude myself. I said, 
'Look, there's all these pills. Let's say your sister had herself some 
pills and drank a little wine and smoked a little pot and then she 
went to the window for some fresh air. So she got a little dizzy and 
maybe she blacked out and most likely she never knew what was 
happening.' Because there's no question of insurance, Matt, so if 
she wants to think it's an accident I'm not gonna shout suicide in 
her ear. But that's what it says in the file." 

"You close it out?" 

"Sure. No question." 

"She thinks murder." 

He nodded. "Tell me something I don't know. She says this 
McCloud killed sis. McCloud’s the boyfriend. Thing is he was at an 
after-hours club at Fifty-third and Twelfth about the time sis was 
going skydiving." 

"You confirm that?" 

He shrugged. "It ain't airtight. He was in and out of the place, 
he could a doubled back and all, but there was the whole business 
with the door." 

"What business?" 

"She didn't tell you? Paula Wittiauer's apartment was locked 
and the chain bolt was on. The super unlocked the door for us but 
we had to send him back to the basement for a bolt cutter so's we 
could get through the chain bolt. You can only fasten the chain bolt 
from inside and you can only open the door a few inches with it on. 
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so either Wittlauer launched her own self out the window or she 
was shoved out by Plastic Man, and then he went and slithered out 
the door without unhooking the chain bolt." 

"Or the killer never left the apartment." 

"Huh?" 

"Did you search the apartment after the super came back and 
cut the chain for you?" 

"We looked around, of course. There was an open window, 
there was a pile of clothes next to it. You know she went out naked, 
don't you?" 

"Uh-huh." 

"There was no burly killer crouching in the shrubbery, if that's 
what you're getting at." 

"You checked the place carefully?" 

"We did our job." 

"Uh-huh. Look under the bed?" 

"It was a platform bed. No crawl space under it." 

"Closets?" 

He drank some wine, put the glass down hard, glared at me. 
"What the hell are you getting at? You got reason to believe there 
was somebody in the apartment when we went in there?" 

"Just exploring the possibilities." 

"Jesus. You honestly think somebody's gonna be stupid enough 
to stay in the apartment after shoving her out of it? She musta been 
on the street ten minutes before we hit the building. If somebody did 
kill her, which never happened, but if they did they coulda been 
halfway to Texas by the time we hit the door, and don't that make 
more sense than jumping in the closet and hiding behind the coats?" 

"Unless the killer didn't want to pass the doorman." 

"So he's still got the whole building to hide in. Just the one man 
on the front door is the only security the building's got, anyway, 
and what docs he amount to? And suppose he hides in the 
apartment and we happen to spot him. Then where is he? With his 
neck in the noose, that's where he is." 

"Except you didn't spot him." 

"Because he wasn't there, and when I start seeing little men 
who aren't there is when I put in my papers and quit the 
department." 

There was an unvoiced challenge in his words t had quit the 
deparbnent, but not because I’d seen little men. One night some 
years ago I broke up a bar holdup and went into the street after the 
pair who'd killed the bartender. One of my shots went wide and a 
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little girl died, and after that I didn't see little men or hear voices, 
not exactly, but I did leave my wife and kids and quit the force and 
start drinking on a more serious level. But maybe it all would have 
happened just that way even if I'd never killed Estrellita Rivera. 
People go through changes and life does the damnedest things to 
us all. 

"It was just a thought," I said. "The sister thinks it's murder so 
I was looking for a way for her to be right." 

"Forget it" 

"I suppose. I wonder why she did it." 

"Do they even need a reason? I went in the bathroom and she 
had a medicine cabinet like a drugstore. Ups, downs, sideways. 
Maybe she was so stoned she thought she could fly. That would 
explain her being naked. You don't fly with your clothes on. 
Everybody knows that." 

I nodded. "They find drugs in her system?" 

"Drugs in her... oh, Jesus, Matt She came down seventeen flights 
and she came down fast" 

"Under four seconds." 

"Huh?" 

"Nothing," I said; I didn't bother telling him about high school 
physics and falling bodies. "No autopsy?" 

"Of course not. You've seen jumpers. You were in the 
department a lot of years, you know what a person looks like after a 
drop like that. You want to be technical there coulda been a bullet 
in her and nobody was gonna go and look for it Cause of death was 
falling from a great height That's what it says and that's what is 
was, and don'task me was she stoned or was she pregnant or any 
of those questions because who the hell knows and who the hell 
cares, right?" 

"How'd you even know it was her?" 

"We gota positive ID from the sister." 

I shook my head. "I mean how did you know what apartment 
to go to? She was naked so she didn't have any identification on 
her. Did the doorman recognize her?" 

"You kidding? He wouldn't go close enough to look. He was 
alongside the building throwing up a few pints of cheap wine. He 
couldn't have identified his own ass." 

"Then how'd you know who she was?" 

"The window." I looked at him. "Hers was the only window 
that was open more than a couple of inches. Matt Plus her lights 
were on. That made it easy." 
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"I didn't think of that." 

"Yeah, well, I was there, and we just looked up and there was 
an open window and a light behind it and that was the first place 
we went to. You'da drought of it if you were there/' 

"I suppose." 

He finished his wine, burped delicately against the back of his 
hand. "It's suicide," he said. "You can tell the sister as much." 

"I will. Okay if I look at the apartment?" 

"Wittlauer's apartment? We didn't seal it if thats what you 
mean. You oughta be able to con tire super out of a key." 

"Ruth Wittlauer gave me a key." 

"Then there you go. There's no department seal on tire door. 
You want to look around?" 

"So I can tell the sister I was there." 

"Yeah. Maybe you'll come across a suicide note. That s what I 
was looking for, a note. You turn up something like that and it 
clears up doubts for the friends and relatives. If it was up to me I'd 
get a law passed. No suicide without a note." 

"Be hard to enforce." 

"Simple," he said. "If you don't leave a note you gotta come 
back and be alive again." He laughed. "Thatd start 'em scribbling 
away. Count on it." 

The doorman was tire same man I'd talked to the day before. It 
never occurred to him to ask me my business. I node up in the elevator 
and walked along the corridor to 17G. The key Ruth Wittlauer had 
given me opened the door. There was just the one lock. That s the 
way it usually is in high-rises. A doorman, however slipshod he 
may be, endows tenants with a sense of security. The residents of 
unserviced walk-ups affix three or four extra locks to their doors 
and still cower behind them. 

The apartment had an unfinished air about it, and I sensed that 
Paula had lived there for a few months without ever making the 
place her own. There were no rugs on the wood parquet floor. The 
walls were decorated with a few unframed posters held up by scraps 
of red Mystik tape. The apartment was an L-shaped studio with a 
platform bed occupying the foot of the L. There were newspapers 
and magazines scattered around the place but no books. I noticed 
copies of Variety and Rolling Stone and People and the Village 
Voice. 

The television set was a tiny Sony perched on top of a chest of 
drawers. There was no stereo, but there were a few dozen records. 
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mostly classical with a sprinkling of folk music, Pete Seeger and 
Joan Baez and Dave Van Ronk. There was a dustfree rectangle on 
top of the dresser next to the Sony. 

I looked through the drawers and closets. A lot of Paula's 
clothes. I recognized some of the outfits, or thought I did. 

Someone had closed the window. There were two windows 
that opened, one in the sleeping alcove, the other in the living room 
section, but a row of undisturbed potted plants in front of the 
bedroom window made it evident she'd gone out of the other one. I 
wondered why anyone had bothered to close it. In case of rain, I 
supposed. That was only sensible. But I suspect the gesture must 
have been less calculated than that, a reflexive act akin to tugging a 
sheet over the face of a corpse. 

I went into the bathroom. A killer could have hidden in the stall 
shower. If there'd been a killer. 

Why was I still thinking in terms of a killer? 

I checked the medicine cabinet. There were little tubes and vials 
of cosmetics, though only a handful compared with the array on 
one of the bedside tables. Here were containers of aspirin and other 
headache remedies, a tube of antibiotic ointment, several 
prescriptions and nonprescription hay fever preparations, a 
cardboard packet of Band-aids, a roll of adhesive tape, a box of 
gauze pads. Some Q-tips, a hairbrush, a couple of combs. A 
toothbrush in the holder. 

There were no footprints on the floor of the stall shower. Of 
course he could have been barefoot. Or he could have run water 
and washed away the traces of his presence before he left. 

I went over and examined the window sill. I hadn'tasked Guzik 
if they'd dusted for prints and I was reasonably certain no one had 
bothered. I wouldn't have taken the trouble in their position. I 
couldn't learn anything looking at the sill. I opened the window a 
foot or so and stuck my head out, but when I looked down the 
vertigo was extremely unpleasant and I drew my head back inside 
at once. I left the window open, though. The room could stand a 
change of air. 

There were four folding chairs in the room, two of them closed 
and leaning against a wall, one near the bed, the fourth alongside 
the window. They were royal blue and made of high-impact plastic. 
The one by the window had her clothes piled on it. I went through 
the stack. She'd placed them deliberately on the chair but hadn't 
bothered folding them. 

You never know what suicides will do. One man will put on a 
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tuxedo before blowing his brains out. Another one will take off 
everything. Naked I came into the world and naked will I go out of 
it, something like that. A skirt. Beneath it a pair of panty hose. Then 
a blouse, and under it a bra with two small, lightly padded cups, I 
put the clothing back as I had found it, feeling like a violator of the 
dead. 

The bed was unmade. I sat on the edge of it and looked across 
the room at a poster of Mick Jagger. I don't know how long I sat 
there. Ten minutes, maybe. 

On the way out I looked at the chain bolt. I hadn't even noticed 
it when I came in. The chain had been neatly severed. Half of it was 
still in the slot on the door while the other half hung from its 
mounting on the jamb. I closed the door and fitted the two halves 
together, then released them and let them dangle. Then I touched 
their ends together again. I unhooked the end of the chain from die 
slot and went to the bathroom for the roll of adhesive tape. I brought 
the tape back with me, tore off a piece and used it to fasten die chain 
back together again. Then I let myself out of the apartment and tried 
to engage the chain bolt from outside, but the tape slipped whenever 
I put any pressure on it. 

I went inside again and studied the chain bolt. I decided I was 
behaving erratically, that Paula Witdauer had gone out the window 
of her own accord. I looked at the window sill again. The light 
dusting of soot didn't tell me anything one way or the other. New 
York's air filthy and the accumulation of soot could have been 
deposited in a couple of hours, even with the window shut. It didn't 
mean anything. 

I looked at the heap of clothes on the chair, and I looked again 
at the chain bolt, and I rode the elevator to the basement and found 
either the superintendent or one of his assistants. I asked to borrow 
a screwdriver. He gave me a long screwdriver with an amber plastic 
grip. He didn't ask me who I was or what I wanted it for. 

I returned to Paula Wittlauer's apartment and removed the chain 
bolt from its moorings on the door and jamb. I left the building and 
walked around tire corner to a hardware store on Ninth Avenue. 
They had a good selection of chain bolts but I wanted one identical 
to the one I'd removed and I had to walk down Ninth Avenue as far 
as Fiftieth Street and check four stores before I found what I was 
looking for. 

Back in Paula's apartment I mounted the new chain bolt, using 
tire holes in which the original had been mounted. I tightened the 
screws with the super's screwdriver and stood out in the corridor 
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and played with the chain. My hands are large and not terribly 
skillful, but even so I was able to lock and unlock the chain bolt 
from outside the apartment. 

I don't know who put it up, Paula or a previous tenant or 
someone on the building staff, but that chain bolt had been as much 
protection as the Sanitized wrapper on a motel toilet seat. As 
evidence that Paula'd been alone when she went out the window, 
well, it wasn't worth a thing. 

I replaced the original chain bolt, put the new one in my pocket, 
returned to the elevator and gave back the screwdriver. The man I 
returned it to seemed surprised to get it back. 

It took me a couple of hours to find Cary McCloud. I'd learned 
that he tended bar evenings at a club in the West Village called The 
Spider 1 s Web. I got down there around five. The guy behind the bar 
had knobby wrists and an underslung jaw and he wasn't Cary 
McCloud. "He don't come on till eight," he told me, "and he's off 
tonight anyway." I asked where I could find McCloud. "Sometimes 
he's here afternoons but he ain't been in today. As far as where you 
could look for him, that I couldn't tell you." 

A lot of people couldn't tell me but eventually I ran across 
someone who could. You can quit the police force but you can't 
stop looking and sounding like a cop, and while that's hindrance 
in some situations it's a help in others. Ultimately I found a man in 
a bar down the block from The Spider's Web who'd learned it was 
best to cooperate with the police if it didn'tcost you anything. He 
gave me an address on Barrow Street and told me which bell to ring. 

I went to the building but I rang several other bells until 
somebody buzzed me through the downstairs door. I didn't want 
Cary to know he had company coming. I climbed two flights of 
stairs to the apartment he was supposed to be occupying. The bell 
downstairs hadn't had his name on it. It hadn't had any name at 
all. 

Loud rock music was coming through his door. I stood in front 
of it for a minute, then hammered on it loud enough to make myself 
heard over the electric guitars. After a moment the music dropped 
in volume. I pounded on the door again and a male voice asked 
who I was. 

I said, "Police. Open up." That's misdemeanor but I didn't 
expect to get in trouble for it. 

"What's it about?" 

"Open up, McCloud." 
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"Oh, Jesus," he said. He sound tired, aggravated. "How did 
you find me, anyway? Give me a minute, huh? I want to put some 
clothes on." 

Sometimes that's what they say while they're putting a clip 
into an automatic. Then they pump a handful of shots through the 
door and into you if you're still standing behind it. But his voice 
didn't have that kind of edge to it and I couldn't summon up enough 
anxiety to get out of the way. Instead I put my car against the door 
and heard whispering within. I couldn't make out what they were 
whispering about or get any sense of the person who was with him. 
The music was down in volume but there was still enough of it to 
cover their conversation. 

The door opened. He was tall and thin, with hollow cheeks 
and prominent eyebrows and a worn, wasted look to him. He must 
have been in his early thirties and he didn't really look much older 
than that but you sensed that in another ten years he'd look twenty 
years older. If he lived that long. He wore patched jeans and a T- 
shirt with The Spider's Web silkscreened on it. Beneath the legend 
there was a sketch of a web. A macho spider stood at one end of it, 
grinning, extending two of his eight arms to welcome a hesitant 
girlish fly. 

He noticed me noticing the shirt and managed a grin. "Place 
where I work," he said. 

"I know." 

"So come into my parlor. Itain'tmuch but it's home." 

I followed him inside, drew the door shut after me. The room 
was about fifteen feet square and held nothing you could call 
furniture. There was a mattress on the floor in one corner and a 
couple of cardboard cartons alongside it. The music was coming 
from a stereo, turntable and turner and two speakers all in a row 
along the far wall. There was a closed door over on the right. I 
figured it led to the bathroom, and that there was a woman on the 
other side of it. 

"I guess this is about Paula," he said. I nodded. "I been over 
this with you guys," he said. "I was nowhere near there when it 
happened. The last I saw her was five, six hours before she killed 
herself. I was working at the Web and she came down and sat at the 
bar. I gave her a couple of drinks and she split." 

"And you went on working." 

"Until I closed up. I kicked everybody out a little after three and 
it was close to four by the time I had the place swept up and the 
garbage on the street and the window gates locked. Then I came 
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over here and picked up Sunny and we went up to the place on 
Fifty-third." 

"And you got there when?" 

"Hell, I don't know. I wear a watch but I don't look at it every 
damn minute. I suppose it took five minutes to walk here and then 
Sunny and I hopped right in a cab and we were at Patsy's in ten 
minutes at the outside, that's the after-hours place. I told you people 
all of this, I really wish you would talk to each other and leave me 
the hell alone." 

"Why doesn't Sunny come out and tell me about it?" I nodded 
at the bathroom door. "Maybe she can remember the time a little 
more clearly." 

"Sunny? She stepped out a little while ago." 

"She's not in the bathroom?" 

"Nope. Nobody's in the bathroom." 

"Mind if I see for myself?" 

"Not if you can show me a warrant." 

We looked at each other. I told him I figured I could take his 
word for it. He said he could always be trusted to tell the truth. I 
said I sensed as much about him. 

He said, "What's the hassle, huh? I know you guys got forms to 
fill out, but why not give me a break? She killed herself and I wasn't 
anywhere near her when it happened." 

He could have been. The times were vague, and whoever Sunny 
turned out to be, the odds were good that she'd have no more time 
sense than a koala bear. There were any number of ways he could 
have found a few minutes to go up to Fifty-seventh Street and heave 
Paula out a window, but it didn't add up that way and he just 
didn't feel like a killer to me. I knew what Ruth meant and I agreed 
with her that he was capable of murder but I don't think he'd been 
capable of this particular murder. 

I said, "When did you go back to the apartment?" 

"Who said I did?" 

"You picked up your clothes, Cary." 

"That was yesterday afternoon. The hell, I needed my clothes 
and stuff." 

"How long were you living there?" 

He hedged. "I wasn't exactly living there." 

"Where were you exactly living?" 

"I wasn't exactly living anywhere. I kept most of my stuff at 
Paula's place and I stayed with her most of the time but it wasn't as 
serious as actual living together. We were both too loose for anything 
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like that. Anyway, the thing with Paula, it was pretty much winding 
itself down. She was a little too crazy for me." He smiled with his 
mouth. "They have to be a little crazy," he said, "but when they're 
too crazy it gets to be too much of a hassle." 

Oh, he could have killed her. He could kill anyone if he had to, 
if someone was making too much of a hassle. But if he were to kill 
cleverly, faking the suicide in such an artful fashion, fastening the 
chain bolt on his way out, he'd pick a time when he had a solid 
alibi. He was not the sort to be so precise and so slipshod all at the 
same time. 

"So you went and picked up your stuff." 

"Right." 

"Including the stereo and records." 

"The stereo was mine. The records, I left the folk music and the 
classical shit because that belonged to Paula. I just took my records." 

"And the stereo." 

"Right." 

"You got a bill of sale for it, I suppose." 

"Who keeps that crap?" 

"What if I said Paula kept the bill of sale? What if I said it was 
in with her papers and cancelled checks?" 

"You're fishing." 

"You sure of that?" 

"Nope. But if you did say that, I suppose I'd say the stereo was 
a gift from her to me. You're not really gonna charge me with stealing 
a stereo, are you?" 

"Why should I? Robbing the dead's a sacred tradition. You 
took drugs, too, didn't you? Her medicine cabinet used to look like 
a drugstore but there was nothing stronger than Excedrin when I 
took a look. That's why Sunny's in the bathroom. If I hit the door all 
the pretty little pills go down the toilet." 

"I guess you can think that if you want." 

" And I can come back with a warrant if I want." 

"That's the idea." 

"I ought to rap on the door just to do you out of the drugs but it 
doesn't seem worth the trouble. That's Paula Witdauer's stereo. I 
suppose its' worth a couple hundred dollars. And you're not her 
heir. Unplug that thing and wrap it up, McCloud. I'm taking it with 
me." 

"The hell you are." 

"The hell I'm not." 

"You want to take anything but your own ass out of here, you 
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come back with a warrant. Then we'll talk about it." 

"I don't need a warrant." 

"You can't-" 

"I don't need a warrant because I'm not a cop. I'm a detective. 
McCloud, I'm private, and I'm working for Ruth Witdauer, and 
that's who's getting the stereo. I don't know if she wants it or not 
but that's her problem. She doesn't want Paula's pills so you can 
pop them yourself or give them to your girl friend. You can shove 
'em up your ass for all I care. But I'm walking out of here with that 
stereo and I'll walk through you if I have to, and don't think I 
wouldn't enjoy it." 

"You're not even a cop." 

"Right." 

"You got no authority at all." He spoke in tones of wonder. 
"You said you were a cop." 

"You can always sue me." 

"You can't take that stereo. You can'teven be in this room." 

"That's right." I was itching for him. I could feel my blood in 
my veins. "I'm bigger than you," I said, "and I'm a whole lot harder, 
and I'd get a certain amount of satisfaction in beating the crap out 
of you. I don't like you. It bothers me thatyou didn'tkillher because 
somebody did and it would be a pleasure to hang it on you. But you 
didn't do it. Unplug the stereo and pack it up so I can carry it or I'm 
going to take you apart." 

I meant it and he realized as much. He thought about taking a 
shot at me and he decided it wasn't worth it. Maybe it wasn't all 
that much of a stereo. While he was unhooking it I dumped a carton 
of his clothes on the floor and we packed the stereo in it. On my way 
out the door he said he could always go to the cops and tell them 
what I'd done. 

"I don't think you want to do that" I said. 

"You said somebody killed her." 

"That's right." 

"You just making noise?" 

"No." 

"You're serious?" I nodded. "She didn't kill herself? I thought 
it was open and shut, from what the cops said. It's interesting. In a 
way, I guess you could say it's a load off my mind." 

"How do you figure that?" 

He shrugged. "I thought, you know, maybe she was upset it 
wasn't working out between us. At the Web the vibes were on the 
heavy side, if you follow pie. Our thing was falling apart and I was 
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seeing Sunny and she was seeing other guys and I thought maybe 
that was what did it for her. I suppose I blamed myself, like." 

"I can see it was eating away at you." 

"I just said it was on my mind." I didn't say anything. 

"Man," he said, "nothing eats away a t me. You let things get to 
you that way and it 7 s death." 

I shouldered the carton and headed on down the stairs. 

Ruth Wittlauer had supplied me with an Irving Place address 
and a GRamercy 5 telephone number. I called the number and didn't 
get an answer, so I walked over to Hudson and caught a northbound 
cab. There were no messages for me at the hotel desk. I put Paula's 
stereo in my room, tried Ruth's number again, then walked over to 
the Eighteenth Precinct. Guzik had gone off duty but the desk man 
told me to try a restaurant around the comer, and I found him there 
drinking draft Heinekens with another cop named Birnbaum. I sat 
at their table and ordered bourbon for myself and another round for 
the two of them. 

I said, "I have a favor to ask. I'd like you to seal Paula Wittlauer's 
apartment." 

"We closed that out," Guzik reminded me. 

"I know, and the boyfriend closed out the deal girl's stereo." I 
told him how I'd reclaimed the unit from Cary McCloud. "I'm 
working for Ruth, Paula's sister. The least I can do is make sure she 
gets what's coming to her. She's not up to cleaning out the apartment 
now and it's rented through the first of October. McCloud's got a 
key and God knows how many other people have keys. If you slap 
a seal on the door it'd keep the grave robbers away." 

"I guess we can do that. Tomorrow all right?" 

"Tonight would be better." 

"What's there to steal? You got the stereo out of there and I 
didn't see anything else around that was worth much." 

"Things have a sentimental value." 

He eyed me, frowned. "I'll make a phone call," he said. He 
went to the booth in the back and I jawed with Birnbaum until he 
came back and told me it was all taken care of. 

I said," Another thing I was wondering. You must have had a 
photographer on the scene. Somebody to take pictures of the body 
and all that." 

"Sure. That's routine." 

" Did he go up to the apartment while he was at it? Take a roll of 
interior shots?" 
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"Yeah. Why?" 

"I thought maybe I could have a look at them." 

"What for?" 

"You never know. The reason I knew it was Paula's stereo in 
McCloud's apartment was I could see the pattern in the dust on top 
of die dresser where it had been. If you've got interior pictures maybe 
I'll see something else that's not there anymore and I can lean on 
McCloud a little and recover it for my client." 

"And that's why you'd like to sec the pictures." 

"Right." 

He gave me a look. "That door was bolted from the inside. Matt 
With a chain bolt." 

'I know." 

"And there was no one in the apartment when we went in 
there." 

"I know that, too." 

"You're still barking up the murder tree, aren'tyou? Jesus, the 
case is closed and the reason it's closed is the ditzy broad killed 
herself. What arc you making waves for?" 

"I'm not. I just wanted to see the pictures." 

"To see if somebody stole her diaphragm or something," 

"Something like that." I drank what remained of my drink. 
"You need a new hat anyway, Guzik. The weather's turning and a 
fellow like you needs a hat for fall." 

"If I had the price of a hat maybe I'd go out and get one." 

"You got it," I said. 

He nodded and we told Bimbaum we wouldn't be long. I 
walked with Guzik around the comer to the Eighteenth. On the way 
I palmed him two tens and a five, twenty-five dollars, the price of a 
hat in police parlance. He made the bills disappear. 

I waited at his desk while he pulled the Paula Wittlauer file. 
There were about a dozen black-and-white prints, eight by tens, 
high-contrast glossies. Perhaps half of them showed Paula's corpse 
from various angles. I had no interest in these but I made myself 
look at them as a sort of reinforcement, so I wouldn’t forget what I 
was doing on the case. 

The other pictures were interior shots of the L-shaped 
apartment. I noted the wide-open window, die dresser with the 
stereo sitting on it, the chair with her clothing piled haphazardly 
upon it. I separated the interior pictures from the ones showing die 
corpse and told Guzik I wanted to keep them for the time being. He 
didn't mind. 
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He cocked his head and looked at me. "You got something. 
Matt?" 

"Nothing worth talking about." 

" If you ever do. I'll want to hear about it." 

"Sure." 

"You like the life you're leading? Working private, scuffling 
around?" 

"Itseems to suitme." 

He thought it over, nodded. Then he started for the stairs and I 
followed after him. 

Later that evening I managed to reach Ruth Wittlauer. I bundled 
the stereo into a cab and took it to her place. She lived in a well-kept 
brownstone a block and a half from Gramercy Park. Her apartment 
was inexpensively furnished but the pieces looked to have been 
chosen with care. The place was clean and neat. Her clock radio 
was tuned to an FM station that was playing chamber music. She 
had coffee made and I accepted a cup and sipped it while I told her 
about recovering the stereo from Cary McCloud. 

"I wasn't sure whether you could use it," I said, "but I couldn't 
see any reason why he should keep it. You can always sell it." 

"No, I'll keep it. I just have a twenty-dollar record player that I 
bought on Fourteenth Street Paula's stereo cost a couple of hundred 
dollars." She managed a smile. "So you've already more than earned 
what I gave you. Did he kill her?" 

"No." 

"You're sure of that?" 

I nodded. "He'd kill if he had a reason butl don't think he did. 
And if he did kill her he'd never have taken the stereo or the drugs, 
and he wouldn't have acted the way he did. There was never a 
moment when I had the feeling that he'd killed her. And you have 
to follow your instincts in this kind of situation. Once they point 
things out to you, then you can usually find the facts to go with 
them." 

"And you're sure my sister killed herself?" 

"No. I'm pretty sure someone gave her a hand." 

Her eyes widened. 

I said, "It 7 s mostly intuition. But there are a few facts to support 
it." I told her about the chain bolt, how it had proved to the police 
that Paula'd killed herself, how my experiment had shown it could 
have been fastened from the corridor. Ruth got very excited at this 
but I explained that it didn't prove anything in and of itself, only 
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that suicide remained a theoretical possibility. 

Then I showed her the pictures I'd obtained from Guzik. I selected 
one shot which showed the chair with Paula's clothing without 
showing too much of the window. I didn’t want to make Ruth look 
at the window. 

"The chair," I said, pointing to it. "I noticed this when I was in 
your sister's apartment. I wanted to see a photograph taken at the 
time to make sure things hadn't been rearranged by the cops or 
McCloud or somebody else. But that clothing's exactly the way it 
was when I saw it." 

"I don't understand." 

"The supposition is that Paula got undressed, put her clothes 
on the chair, then went to the window and jumped." Her lip was 
trembling but she was holding herself together and I went right on 
talking. "Or she'd taken her clothes off earlier and.maybe she took 
a shower or a nap and then came back and jumped. But look at the 
chair. She didn't fold her clothes neatly, she didn't put them away. 
And she didn't just drop them on the floor, either. I'm no authority 
on the way women get undressed but I don't think many people 
would do it that way." 

Ruth nodded. Her face was thoughtful. 

"That wouldn't mean very much by itself. If she were upset or 
stoned or confused she might have thrown things on the chair as 
she took them off. But that's not what happened. The order of the 
clothing is all wrong. The bra's underneath the blouse, the panty 
hose is underneath the skirt. She took her bra off after she took her 
blouse off, obviously, so it should have wound up on top of the 
blouse, not under it." 

"Of course." 

I held up a hand. 'It's nothing like proof, Ruth. There are any 
number of other explanations. Maybe she knocked the stuff onto 
the floor and then picked it up and the order of the garments got 
switched around. Maybe one of the cops went through the clothing 
before the photographer came around with his camera. I don't really 
have anything terribly strong to go on." 

"But you think she was murdered." 

"Yes, I guess I do." 

"That's what I thought all along. Of course I had a reason to 
think so." 

"Maybe I've got one, too. I don'tknow." 

"What are you going to do now?" 

"I think I'll poke around a little. I don't know much about 
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Paula's life. I'll have to learn more if I'm going to find out who 
killed her. But it's up to you to decide whether you want me to stay 
with it." 

"Of course I do. Why wouldn't I?" 

"Because it probably won't lead anywhere. Suppose she was 
upset after her conversation with McCloud and she picked up a 
stranger and took him home with her and he killed her. If that's the 
case we'll never know who he was." 

"You're going to stay with it, aren't you?" 

"I suppose I want to." 

"It'll be complicated, though. It'll take you some time. I suppose 
you'll want more money." Her gaze was very direct "I gave you 
two hundred dollars. I have three hundred more that I can afford to 
pay. I don't mind paying it, Mr. Scudder. I already got... I got my 
money's worth for the first two hundred, didn't I? The stereo. When 
the three hundred runs out, well, you can tell me if you think its 
worth staying with the case. I couldn't afford more cash right away, 
but I could arrange to pay you later on or something like that." 

I shook my head. "It won't come to more than that," I said. "No 
matter how much time I spend on it And you keep the three hundred 
for the time being, all right? I'll take it from you later on. If I need it, 
and if I've earned it." 

"That doesn't seem right." 

"It seems right to me," I said. "And don't make the mistake of 
thinking I'm being charitable." 

"But your time's valuable." 

I shook my head. "Not to me it isn't." 

I spent the next five days picking the scabs off Paula Wittlauer's 
life. It kept turning out to be a waste of time but the time's always 
gone before you realize you've wasted it. And I'd been telling the 
truth when I said my time wasn't valuable. I had nothing better to 
do, and my peeks into the comers of Paula's world kept me busy. 

Her life involved more than a saloon on Ninth Avenue and an 
apartment on Fifty-seventh Street, more than serving drinks and 
sharing a bed with Cary McCloud. She did other things. She went 
one evening a week to group therapy on West Seventy-ninth Street. 
She took voice lessons every Tuesday morning on Amsterdam 
Avenue. She had an ex-boyfriend she saw once in a while. She 
hung out in a couple of bars in the neighborhood and a couple of 
others in the Village. She did this, she did that, she went here, she 
went there, and I kept busy dragging myself around town and talking 
to all sorts of people, and I managed to learn quite a bit about the 
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person she'd been and the life she'd led without learning anything 
at all about the person who'd put her on the pavement. 

At the same time, I tried to track her movements on the final 
night of her life. She'd evidently gone more or less directly to The 
Spider's Web after finishing her shift at Armstrong's. Maybe she'd 
stopped at her apartment for a shower and a change of clothes, but 
without further ado she'd headed downtown. Somewhere around 
ten she left the Web, and I traced her from there to a couple of other 
Village bars. She hadn't stayed at either of them long, taking a quick 
drink or two and moving on. She'd left alone as far as anyone seemed 
to remember. This didn't prove a thing because she could have 
stopped elsewhere before continuing uptown, or she could have 
picked someone up on the street, which I'd learned was something 
she'd done more than once in her young life. She could have found 
her killer loitering on a street comer or she could have phoned him 
and arranged to meet him at her apartment 

Her apartment. The doormen changed off at midnight, but it 
was impossible to determine whether she'd returned before or after 
the changing of the guard. She'd lived there, she was a regular 
tenant, and when she entered or left the building it was not a 
noteworthy occasion. It was something she did every night, so when 
she came home for the final time the man at the door had no reason 
to know it was the final time and thus no reason to take mental 
notes. 

Had she come in alone or with a companion? No one could 
say, which did suggest she'd come in alone. If she'd been with 
someone her entrance would have been a shade more memorable. 
But this also proved nothing, because I stood on the other side of 
Fifty-seventh Street one night and watched the doorway of her 
building, and the doorman didn't take the pride in his position that 
the afternoon doorman had shown. He was away from the door 
almost as often as he was on it. She could have walked in flanked 
by six Turkish sailors and there was a chance no one would have 
seen her. 

The doorman who'd been on duty when she went out the 
window was a rheumy-eyed Irishman with liver-spotted hands. 
He hadn't actually seen her land. He'd been in the lobby, keeping 
himself out of the wind, and then he came rushing out when he 
heard the impact of the body on the street. 

He couldn't get over the sound she made. 

"All of a sudden there was this noise/' he said. "Just out of the 
blue there was this noise and it must be it's my imagination but I 
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swear I felt it in my feet, I swear she shook the earth. I had no idea 
what it was, and then I came rushing out, and Jesus God, there she 
was." 

"Didn't you hear a scream?" 

"Street was empty just then. This side, anyway. Nobody around 
to scream." 

"Didn't she scream on the way down?" 

"Did somebody say she screamed? I never heard it." 

Do people scream as they fall? They generally do in films and 
on television. During my days on the force I saw several of them 
after they jumped, and by the time I got to them there were no screams 
echoing in the air. And a few times I'd been on hand while they 
talked someone in off a ledge, but in each instance the talking was 
successful and I didn't have to watch a falling body accelerate 
according to the immutable laws of physics. 

Could you get much of a scream out in four seconds? 

I stood in the street where she'd fallen and I looked up toward 
her window. I counted off four seconds in my mind. A voice shrieked 
in my brain. It was Thursday night actually Friday morning, one 
o'clock. Time I got myself around the comer to Armstrong's, because 
in another couple of hours J ustin would be closing for the night and 
I'd want to be drunk enough to sleep. 

And an hour or so after that she'd be one week dead. 

I'd worked myself into a reasonably bleak mood by the time I 
got to Armstrong's. I skipped the coffee and crawled straight into 
the bourbon bottle, and before long it began to do what it was 
supposed to do. It blurred the comers of the mind so I couldn't see 
the bad dark things that lurked there. 

When Trina finished for the night she joined me and I bought 
her a couple of drinks. I don't remember what we talked about. 
Some but by no means all of our conversation touched upon Paula 
Wittlauer. Trina hadn't known Paula terribly well-their contact had 
been largely limited to the two hours a day when their shifts 
overlapped-but she knew a little about the sort of life Paula had 
been leading. There'd been a year or two when her own life had not 
been terribly different from Paula's. Now she had things more or 
less under control, and maybe there would have come a time when 
Paula would have taken charge of her life, but that was something 
we'd never know now. 

I suppose it was close to three when I walked Trina home. Our 
conversation had turned thoughtful and reflective. On the street 
she said it was a lousy night for being alone. I thought of high 
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windows and evil shapes in dark comers and took her hand in 
mine. 

She lives on Fifty-sixth between Ninth and Tenth. While we 
waited for the light to change at Fifty-seventh Street I looked over at 
Paula's building. We were far enough away to look at the high 
floors. Only a couple of windows were lighted. 

That was when I got it. 

I've never understood how people think of things, how little 
perceptions trigger greater insights. Thoughts just seem to come to 
me. I had it now, and something clicked within me and a source of 
tension unwound itself. 

I said something to that effect to Trina. 

"You know who killed her?'" 

"Not exactly,” I said. "But I know how to find out. And it can 
wait until tomorrow." 

The light changed and we crossed the street. 

She was still sleeping when I left. I got out of bed and dressed in 
silence, then let myself out of her apartment. I had some coffee and 
a toasted English muffin at the Red Flame. Then I went across the 
street to Paula's building. I started on the tenth floor and worked 
my way up, checking the three or four possible apartments on each 
floor. A lot of people weren’thome. I worked my way clear to the top 
floor, the twenty-fourth, and by the time I was done I had three 
possibles listed in my notebook and a list of over a dozen apartments 
I'd have to check that evening. 

At eight-thirty that night I rang the bell of Apartment 21G. It 
was directly in line with Paula's apartment and four flights above 
it. The man who answered the bell wore a pair of Lee corduroy 
slacks and a shirt with a blue vertical stripe on a white background. 
His socks were dark blue and he wasn't wearing shoes. I said, "I 
want to talk with you about Paula Wittlauer." His face fell apart 
and I forgot my three possibles forever because he was the man I 
wanted. He just stood there. I pushed the door open and stepped 
forward and he moved back automatically to make room for me. I 
drew the door shut after me and walked around him, crossing the 
room to the window. There wasn't a speck of dust or soot on the sill. 
It was immaculate, as well-scrubbed as Lady Macbeth's hands. 

I turned to him. His name was Lane Posmantur and I suppose 
he was around forty, thickening at the waist, his dark hair starting 
to go thin on top. His glasses were thick and it was hard to read his 
eyes through them but it didn't matter. I didn't need to see his eyes. 
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"She went out this window," I said. "Didn't she?" 

"I don'tknow whatyou're talking about." 

"Do you want to know what triggered it for me, Mr. Posmantur? 
I was thinking of all the things nobody noticed. No one saw her 
enter the building. Neither doorman remembered it because it wasn't 
something they'd be likely to remember. Nobody saw her go out the 
window. The cops had to look for an open window in order to 
know who the hell she was. They backtracked her from the window 
she fell out of. 

"And nobody saw the killer leave the building. Now that's the 
one thing that would have been noticed, and that's the point that 
occurred tome. It wasn't thatsignificant by itself butitmademe dig 
a little deeper. The doorman was alert once her body hit the street. 
He'd remember who went in or out of die building from that point 
on. So it occurred to me that maybe the killer was still inside the 
building, and then I got the idea that she was killed by someone 
who lived in the building, and from that point on it was just a 
question of finding you because all of a sudden it all made sense." 

I told him about the clothes on the chair. "She didn't take them 
off and pile them up like that. Her killer put her clothes like that, 
and he dumped them on the chair so that it would looks though she 
undressed in her apartment, and so that it would be assumed she'd 
gone out of her own window. 

"But she went out of your window, didn't she?" 

He looked at me. After a moment he said he thought he'd better 
sit down. He went to an armchair and sat in it. I stayed on my feet. 

I said, "She came here. I guess she took off her clothes and you 
went to bed with her. Is that right?" 

He hesitated, then nodded. 

"What made you decide to kill her?" 

"I didn't. 

I looked at him. He looked away, then metmy gaze, then avoided 
my eyes again. "Tell me about it," I suggested. He looked away 
again and a minute went by and then he started to talk. 

It was about what I'd figured. She was living with Gary McCloud 
but she and Lane Posmantur would get together now and then for 
a quickie. He was a lab technician at Roosevelt and he brought 
home drugs from time to time and perhaps that was part of his 
attraction for her. She'd turned up that night a little after two and 
they went to bed. She was really flying, he said, and he'd been 
taking pills himself, it was something he'd begun doing lately, 
maybe seeing her had something to do with it. 
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They went to bed and did the dirty deed, and then maybe they 
slept for an hour, something like that, and then she was awake and 
coming unglued, getting really hysterical, and he tried to settle her 
down and he gave her a couple of slaps to bring her around, except 
they didn't bring her around, and she was staggering and she 
tripped over the coffee table and fell funny, and by the time he 
sorted himself out and went to her she was lying with her head at a 
crazy angle and he knew her neck was broken and when he tried 
for a pulse there was no pulse to be found. 

"All I could think of was she was dead in my apartment and 
full of drugs and I was in trouble." 

"So you put her out the window." 

"I was going to take her back to her own apartment. I started to 
dress her but it was impossible. And even with her clothes on I 
couldn't risk running into somebody in the hallway or on the 
elevator. It was crazy. 

"I left her here and went to her apartment. I thought maybe 
Caiy would help me. I rang the bell and nobody answered and I 
used her key and the chain bolt was on. Then I remembered she 
used to fasten it from outside. She'd showed me how she could do 
that. I tried with mine but it was installed properly and there's not 
enough play in the chain. I unhooked her bolt and went inside. 

"Then I got the idea. I went back to my apartment and got her 
clothes and I rushed back and put them on her chair. I opened her 
window wide. On my way out the door I put her lights on and 
hooked the chain bolt again. 

"I came back here to my own apartment. I took her pulse again 
and she was dead, she hadn't moved or anything, and I couldn't do 
anything for her, all I could do was stay out of it, and I, I turned off 
the lights here, and I opened my own window and dragged her 
body over to it, and, oh, God in heaven, God, I almostcouldn'tmake 
myself do it but it was an accident that she was dead and I was so 
damned afraid-" 

"And you dropped her outand closed the window." He nodded. 
" And if her neck was broken it was something that happened in the 
fall. And whatever drugs were in her system was just something 
she'd taken by herself, and they'd never do an autopsy anyway. 
And you were home free." 

"I didn't hurt her," he said. "I was just protecting myself." 

"Do you really believe that. Lane?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"You're nota doctor. Maybe she was dead when you threw her 
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0 ut the window. Maybe she wasn't." 

"There was no pulse!" 

"You couldn't find a pulse. That doesn't mean there wasn't 
a ny. Did you try artificial respiration? Do you know if there was 
any brain activity? No, of course not. All you know was that you 
looked for a pulse and you couldn't find one." 

"Her neck was broken." 

"Maybe. How many broken necks have you had occasion to 
diagnose? And people sometimes break their necks and live anyway. 
The point is that you couldn't have known she was dead and you 
were too worried aboutyour own skin to do whatyou should have 
done. You should have phoned for an ambulance. You know that's 
what you should have done and you knew it at the time but you 
wanted to stay out of it. I've known junkies who left their buddies to 
die of overdoses because they didn't want to get involved. You 
went them one better. You put her out a window and let her fall 
twenty-one stories so that you wouldn't get involved, and for all 
you know she was alive when you let go of her." 

"No," he said. "No. She was dead." 

I'd told Ruth Wittlauer she could wind up believing whatever 
she wanted. People believe what they want to believe. It was just as 
true for Lane Posmantur. 

"Maybe she was dead," I said. "Maybe that's your fault, too." 

"What do you mean?" 

"You said you slapped her to bring her around. What kind of a 
slap, Lane?" 

“I just tapped her on the face." 

" J ust a brisk slap to straighten her out." 

"That's right." 

"Oh, hell. Lane. Who knows how hard you hit her? Who knows 
whether you may not have given her a shove? She wasn't the only 
one on pills. You said she was flying. Well, 1 think maybe you were 
doing a little flying yourself. And you'd been sleepy and you were 
groggy and she was buzzing around the room and being a general 
pain in the ass, and you gave her a slap and a shove and another 
slap and another shove and-" 

"No!" 

"And she fell down." 

"It was an accident." 

"It always is." 

"I didn't hurt her. I liked her. She was a good kid, we got on 
fine, I didn't hurt her, I-" 
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"Put your shoes on. Lane." 

"What for?" 

"I'm taking you to the police station. It's a few blocks from here, 
not very far at all." 

"Am I under arrest?" 

"I'm nota policeman." I'd never gotten around to saying who I 
was and he'd never thought to ask. "My name's Scudder, I'm 
working for Paula's sister. I suppose you're under citizen's arrest I 
want you to come to the precinct house with me. There's a cop 
named Guzik there and you can talk to him." 

"I don't have to say anything," he said. He thought for a 
moment. "You're not a cop," 

"No." 

"What I said to you doesn't mean a thing." He took a breath, 
straightened up a little in his chair. "You can't prove a thing," he 
said. "Not a thing." 

"Maybe I can and maybe I can't You probably left prints in 
Paula's apartment I had them seal the place a while ago and maybe 
they'll find traces of your presence. I don't know if Paula left any 
prints here or not. You probably scrubbed them up. But there may 
be neighbors who know you were sleeping with her, and someone 
may have noticed you scampering back and forth between the 
apartments that night, and it 7 s even possible a neighbor heard the 
two of you struggling in here just before she went out the window. 
When the cops know what to look for. Lane, they usually find it 
sooner or later. It 7 s knowing whatyou're after that 7 s the hard part 

"But that 7 s not even the point Put your shoes on. Lane. That 7 s 
right Now we're going to go sec Guzik, that 7 s his name, and he's 
going to advise you of your rights. He'll tell you that you have 
aright to remain silent, and that 7 s the truth. Lane, that 7 s a right that 
you have. And if you remain silent and if you get a decent lawyer 
and do what he tells you I think you can beat this charge. Lane. I 
really do." 

"Why are you telling me this?" 

"Why?" I was starting to feel tired, drained, but I kept on with 
it. "Because the worst tiring you could do is remain silent Lane 
Believe me, that 7 s the worst thing you could do. If you're smart 
you'll tell Guzik everything you remember. You'll make a complete 
voluntary statement and you'll read it over when they type it up 
and you'll sign your name on the bottom. 

"Because you're not really a killer. Lane. It doesn't come easily 
to you. If Cary McCloud had killer her he'd never lose a night 7 s 
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sleep over it. But you're not a psychopath. You were drugged and 
half-crazy and terrified and you did something wrong and it's eating 
you up. Your face fell apart the minute I walked in here tonight. You 
could play it cute and beat this charge. Lane, but all you'd wind up 
doing is beating yourself. 

"Because you live in a high floor. Lane, and the ground's only 
four seconds away. And if you squirm off the hook you'll never get 
it out of your head, you'll never be able to mark it Paid in Full, and 
one day or night you'll open the window and you'll go out of it, 
Lane. You'll remember the sound her body made when she hit the 
street-" 

"No!" 

I took his arm. "Come on," I said. "We'll go see Guzik." 



STEPHEN GREENLEAF 

(b. 1942) 


Iris 

(John Marshall Tanner) 


The Buick trudged toward the summit, each step slower than 
the last, the automatic gearing slipping ever-lower as die air thinned 
and the grade steepened and the trucks were rendered snails. At 
the top the road leveled, and the Buick spent a brief sigh of relief 
before coasting thankfully down the other side, atop stiff gray strap 
that was Interstate 5. As it passed from Oregon to California the car 
seemed cheered. Its driver shared the mood, though only 
momentarily. 

He blinked his eyes and shrugged his shoulders and twisted 
his head. He straightened his leg and shook it. He turned up the 
volume of the radio, causing a song to be sung more loudly than it 
merited. But the acid fog lay still behind his eyes, eating at diem. As 
he approached a roadside rest area he decided to give both the 
Buick and himself a break. 

During the previous week he had chased a wild goose in the 
shape of a rumor all the way to Seattle, with tantalizing stops in 
Eugene and Portland along the way. Eight hours earlier, when he 
had finally recognized the goose for what it was, he had headed 
home, hoping to make it in one day but realizing as he slowed for 
the rest area that he couldn't reach San Francisco that evening 
without risking more than was sensible in the way of vehicular 
manslaughter. 

He took the exit, dropped swiftly to the bank of the Klamath 
River and pulled into a parking slot in the Randolph Collier safety 
rest area. After making use of the facilities, he pulled out his map 
and considered where to spend the night. Redding looked like the 
logical place, out of the mountains, at the head of the soporific 
valley that separated him from home. He was reviewing what he 
knew about Redding when a voice, aggressively gay and musical, 
greeted him from somewhere near the car. He glanced to his side. 
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sat up straight and rolled down the window. "Hi," the thin voice 
said again. 

"Hi." 

She was blond, her long straight tresses misbehaving in the 
wind that tumbled through the river canyon. Her narrow face was 
white and seamless, as though it lacked flesh, was only skull. Her 
eyes were blue and tardy. She wore a loose green blouse gathered at 
the neck and wrists and a long skirt of faded calico, fringed in white 
ruffles. Her boots were leather and welbworm, their tops 
disappearing under her skirt the way the tops of the mountains at 
her back disappeared into a disc of cloud. 

He pegged her for a hitchhiker, one who perpetually roams the 
roads and provokes either pity or disapproval in those who pass 
her by. He glanced around to see if she was fronting for a partner, 
but the only thing he saw besides the picnic and toilet facilities and 
travelers like himself was a large bundle resting atop a picnic table 
at the far end of the parking lot Her worldly possessions, he guessed; 
her only aids to life. He looked at her again and considered whether 
he wanted to share some driving time and possibly a motel room 
with a girl who looked a little spacy and a little sexy and a lot 
heedless of the world that delivered him his living. 

"My name's Iris," She said, wrapping her arms across her chest, 
shifting her weight from foot to foot, shivering in the autumn chill. 

"Mine's Marsh." 

"You look tired." Her concern seemed genuine, his common 
symptoms for some reason alarming to her. 

"I am," he admitted. 

"Been on the road long?" 

"From Seattle." 

"How far is that about?" The question came immediately, as 
though she habitually erased her ignorance. 

"Four hundred miles. Maybe a little more." 

She nodded as though the numbers made him wise. "I've been 
to Seattle." 

"Good." 

"I've been lots of places." 

"Good." 

She unwrapped her arms and placed them on the car door and 
leaned toward him. Her musk was unadulterated. Her blouse 
dropped open to reveal breasts sharpened to twin points by the 
mountain air. "Where you headed. Marsh?" 

"South." 
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"L.A.?" 

He shook his head. "San Francisco." 

"Good. Perfect." 

He expected it right then, the flirting pitch for a lift, but her 
request was slightly different. "Could you take something down 
there for me?" 

He frowned and thought of the package on the picnic table. 
Drugs? "What?" he asked. 

"I'll show you in a sec. Do you think you could, though?" 

He shook his head. "I don't think so. I mean. I'm kind of on a 
tight schedule, and..." 

She wasn't listening. "It goes to..." She pulled a scrap of paper 
from the pocket of her skirt and uncrumpled it. "It goes to 95 Albosa 
Drive, in Hurley City. That's near Frisco, isn't it? Marvin said it 
was." 

He nodded. "ButI don't..." 

She put up a hand. "Hold still. I'll be right back." 

She skipped twice, her long skirt hopping high above her boots 
to show a shaft of gypsum thigh, then trotted to the picnic table and 
picked up the bundle. Halfway back to the car she proffered it like a 
prize souffle. 

"Is this what you want me to take?" he asked as she approached. 

She nodded, then looked down at the package and frowned. "I 
don't like this one," she said, her voice dropping to a dismissive 
rasp. 

"Why not?" 

"Because it isn't happy. If s from the B Box, so it cam't help it, I 
guess, but all the same it should go back, I don't care what Marvin 
says." 

"What is it? A puppy?" 

She thrust the package through the window. He grasped it 
reflexively, to keep it from dropping to his lap. As he secured his 
grip the girl ran off. "Hey! Wait a minute," he called after her. "I 
can't take this thing. You'll have to..." 

He thought the package moved. He slid one hand beneath it 
and with the other peeled back the cotton strips that swaddled it. A 
baby-not canine but human-glared at him and screamed. He looked 
frantically for the girl and saw her climbing into a gray Volkswagen 
bug that was soon scooting out of the rest area and climbing toward 
the freeway. 

He swore, then rocked the baby awkwardly for an instant trying 
to quiet the screams it formed with every muscle. When that didn't 
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work, placed the child on the seat beside him, started the car and 
backed out. As he started forward he had to stop to avoid another 
car, and then to reach out wildly to keep the child from rolling off 
the seat. 

He moved the gear to park and gathered the seat belt on the 
passenger side and tried to wrap it around the baby in a way that 
would be more safe than throttling. The result was not reassuring. 
He unhooked the belt and put the baby on the floor beneath his legs, 
put the car in gear and set out after the little gray VW that had 
disappeared with the child's presumptive mother. He caught it 
only after several frantic miles, when he reached the final slope that 
descended to the grassy plain that separated the Siskiyou range 
from the lordly aspect of Mt. Shasta. 

The VW buzzed toward the mammoth mountain like a mad 
mouse assaulting an elephant. He considered overtaking the car, 
forcing Iris to stop, returning the baby, then getting the hell away 
from her as fast as the Buick would take him. But something in his 
memory of her look words and made him keep his distance, made 
him keep Iris in sight while he waited for her to make a turn toward 
home. 

The highway flattened, then crossed the high meadow that 
nurtured sheep and cattle and horses below the lumps of the 
southern Cascades and the Trinity Alps. Traffic was light, the sun 
low above the western peaks, the air a steady splash of autumn. He 
checked his gas gauge. If Iris didn't off in the next fifty miles he 
would either have to force her to stop or let her go. The piercing 
baby sounds that rose from beneath his knees made the latter choice 
impossible. 

They reached Yreka, and he closed to within a hundred yards 
of the bug, but Iris ignored his plea that the little city be her goal. 
Thirty minutes later, after he had decided she was nowhere near 
her destination. Iris abruptly left the interstate, at the first exit to a 
village that was hand-maiden to the mountain, a town reputed to 
house an odd collection of spiritual seekers and religious zealots. 

The mountain itself, volcanic, abrupt spectacular, had been 
held by the Indians to be holy, and the area surrounding it was 
replete with hot springs and mud baths and other prehistoric 
marvels. Modem mystics had accepted fee mantle of the mountain, 
and the crazy girl and her silly bug fit with what he knew about the 
place and those who gathered there. What didn't fit was the baby 
she had foisted on him. 

He slowed and glanced at his charge once again and failed to 
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receive anything resembling contentment in return. Fat little arms 
escaped the blanket and pulled the air like taffy. Spittle dribbled 
down its chin. A translucent bubble appeared at a tiny nostril, then 
broke silently and vanished. 

The bug darted through the north end of town, left, then right, 
then left again, quickly, as though it sensed pursuit. He lagged 
behind, hoping Iris was confident she had ditched him. He looked 
at the baby again, marvelling that it could cry so loud, could for so 
long expend the major portion of its strength in unrequited pleas. 
When he looked at die road again the bug had disappeared. 

He swore and slowed and looked at driveways, then began to 
plan what to do if he had lost her. Houses dwindled, the street 
became dirt, then flanked the log decks and lumber stacks and 
wigwam burners of a sawmill. A road sign declared it unlawful to 
sleigh, toboggan or ski on a county road. He had gasped the first 
breaths of panic when he saw the VW nestled next to a ramshackle 
cabin on the back edge of town, empty, as though it had been there 
always. 

A pair of firs sheltered the cabin and the car, mad e the dwindling 
day seem night. The driveway was mud, the yard bordered by a 
falling wormwood fence. He drove to the next block and stopped 
his car, the cabin now invisible. 

He knew he couldn't keep the baby much longer. He had no 
idea what to do, for it or with it, had no idea what it wanted, no idea 
what awaited it in Hurley City, had only a sense that the girl. Iris, 
was goofy, perhaps pathologically so, and that he should not abet 
her plan. 

Impossibly, the child cried louder. He had some snacks in the 
car-crackers, cookies, some cheese-buthe was afraid the baby was 
too young for solids. He considered buying milk, and a bottle, and 
playing parent. The baby cried again, gasped and sputtered, then 
repeated its protest. 

He reached down and picked it up. The little red face inflated, 
contorted, mimicked a steam machine that continuously whistled. 
The puffy cheeks, the tiny blue eyes, the round pug nose, all were 
engorged in scarlet fury. He cradled the baby in his arms as best he 
could and rocked it. The crying dimmed momentarily, then began 
again. 

His mind ran the gauntlet of childhood scares-diphtheria, 
smallpox, measles, mumps, croup, even a pressing need to burp. 
God knew what ailed it. He patted its forehead and felt the sticky 
heat of fever. 
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Shifting position, he felt something hard within the blanket, 
felt for it, finally drew it out. A nippled baby bottle, half-filled, body- 
warm. He shook itand presented the nipple to the baby, who sucked 
it as its due. Giddy at his feat, he unwrapped his package further, 
enough to tell him he was holding a little girl and that she seemed 
whole and healthy except for her rage and fever. When she was 
feeding steadily he put her back on tire floor and got out of the car. 

The stream of smoke it emitted into the evening dusk made the 
cabin seem dangled from a string. Beneath the firs the ground was 
moist, a spongy mat of rotting twigs and needles. The air was cold 
and damp and smelled of burning wood. He walked slowly up the 
drive, courting silence, alert for the menace implied by the hand- 
lettered sign, nailed to the nearest tree, that ordered him to KEEP 
OUT. 

The cabin was dark but for the variable light at a single window. 
The porch was piled high with firewood, both logs and kindling. A 
maul and wedge leaned against a stack of fruitwood piled next to 
the door. He walked to the far side of the cabin and looked beyond 
it for signs of Marvin. 

A tool shed and a broken-down school bus filled the rear yard. 
Between the two a tethered nanny goat grazed beneath a line of 
drying clothes, silent but for her neck bell, the swollen udder 
oscillating easily beneath her, die teats extended like accusing 
fingers. Beyond the yard a thicket of berry bushes served as a fence, 
and beyond the bushes a stand of pines blocked further vision. He 
felt alien, isolated, exposed, threatened, as Marvin doubtlessly hoped 
all strangers would. 

He thought about the baby, wondered if it was all right, 
wondered if babies could drink so much they got sick or even choked. 
A twinge of fear sent him trotting back to the car. The baby was fine, 
the bottle empty on the floor beside it its noises not wails but only 
muffled whimpers. He returned to the cabin and went onto the 
porch and knocked at the door and waited. 

Iris wore the same blouse and skirt and boots, the same eyes too 
shallow to hold her soul. She didn't recognize him; her face pinched 
only with uncertainty. 

He stepped toward her and she backed away and asked him 
what he wanted. The room behind her was a warren of vague shapes, 
the only source of light far in the back by a curtain that spanned the 
room. 

"I want to give you your baby back," he said. 

She looked at him more closely, then opened her mou to in silent 
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exclamation, then slowly smiled, "flow'd you know where I lived?" 

"I followed you." 

"Why? Did something happen to it already?" 

"No, but I don't want to take it with me." 

She seemed truly puzzled. "Why not? If s on your way, isn't? 
Almost?" 

He ignored the question. "I want to know some more about the 
baby." 

"Like what?" 

"Like whose is it? Yours?" 

Iris frowned and nibbled her lower lip. "Sort of." 

"What do you mean," 'sort of?' Did you give birth to it?" 

"Not exactly." Iris combed her hair with her fingers, then shook 
it off her face with an irritated twitch. "What are you asking all 
these questions for?" 

"Because you asked me to do you a favor and I think I have the 
right to know what I'm getting into. Thaf s only fair, isn't it?" 

She paused. Her pout was dubious. "I guess." 

"So where did you get the baby?" he asked again. 

"Marvin got it." 

"From whom?" 

"Those people in Hurley City. So I don't know why you won't 
take it back, seeing as how if s theirs and all." 

"Butwhy..." 

His question was obliterated by a high glissando, brief and 
piercing. He looked at Iris, then at the shadowy interior of the cabin. 

There was no sign of life, no sign of anything but the leavings of 
neglect and a spartan bent. A fat gray cat hopped off a shelf and 
sauntered toward the back of the cabin and disappeared behind 
the blanket that was draped on the rope that spanned the rear of the 
room. The cry echoed once again. "Whaf s that?" he asked her. 

Iris giggled. "What does it sound like?" 

"Another baby?" 

Iris nodded. 


"Why?" 

"Because I like babies." 

"If you like them, why won'tyou take the one I gave you down 
to Hurley City?" 

"Maybe I'm changing my mind. Can I see this one?" 

"I'm not supposed to let anyone in here." 

"It'll be okay. Really. Marvin isn't here, is he?" 
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She shook her head. "But he'11 be back any time. He just went to 
town." 

He summoned reasonableness and geniality. "Just let me see 
your baby for a second. Iris. Please? Then I'll go. And take the other 
baby with me. I promise." 

She pursed her lips, then nodded and stepped back. "I got more 
than one," she suddenly bragged. "Let me show you." She turned 
and walked quickly toward the rear of the cabin and disappeared 
behind the blanket. 

When he followed he found himself in a space that was half¬ 
kitchen and half-nursery. Opposite the electric stove and Frigidaire, 
along the wall between the wood stove and the rear door, was a row 
of wooden boxes, seven of them, old orange crates, dividers removed, 
painted different colors and labelled A to G. Faint names of orchards 
and renderings of fruits rose through the paint on the stub ends of 
the crates. Inside boxes C through G were babies, buried deep in 
nests of rags and scraps of blanket. One of them was crying. The 
others slept soundly, warm and toasty, healthy and happy from all 
the evidence he had. 

"My God." he said. 

"Aren't they beautiful? They're just the best little things in the 
whole world. Yes they are. Just the best little babies in the whole 
wide world. And Iris loves them all a bunch. Yes, she does. Doesn't 
she?" 

Beaming, Iris cooed to the babies for another moment, then her 
face darkened. "The one I gave you, she wasn't happy here. That's 
because she was a B Box baby. My B babies are always sad, I don't 
know why. I treat them all the same, but the B babies are just contrary. 
That's why the one I gave you should go back. Where is it, anyway?" 

"In the car." 

"By itself?" 

He nodded. 

"You shouldn't leave her there like that," Iris chided. "She's 
pouty enough already." 

"What about these others?" he asked, looking at the boxes. "Do 
they stay here forever?" 

Her whole aspect solidified. "They stay till Marvin needs them. 
Till he does, I give them everything they want. Everything they 
need. No one could be nicer to my babies than me. No one." 

The fire in the stove lit her eyes like ice in sunlight. She gazed 
raptly at the boxes, one by one, and received something he sensed 
was sexual in return. Her breaths were rapid and shallow, her fists 
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clenched at her sides. "Where'd you get these babies?" he asked 
softly. 

"Marvin gets them." She was only half-listening. 

"Where?" 

"All over. We had one from Nevada one time, and two from 
Idaho I think. Most are from California, though. And Oregon. I think 
that C Box baby's from Spokane. That's Oregon, isn't it?" 

He didn't correct her. "Have there been more besides these?" 

"Some." 

"How many?" 

"Oh, maybe ten. No, more than that. I've had three of all the 
babies except G babies." 

"And Marvin got them all for you?" 

She nodded and went to the stove and turned on a burner. 
" You want some tea? It's herbal. Peppermint." 

He shook his head. "What happened to the other babies? The 
ones that aren't here any more?" 

"Marvin took them." Iris sipped her tea. 

"Where?" 

"To someone that wanted to love them." The declaration was 
as close as she would come to gospel. 

The air in the cabin seemed suddenly befouled, not breathable. 
"Is that what this is all about. Iris? Giving babies to people that 
want them?" 

"That want them and will love them. See, Marvin gets these 
babies from people that don't want them, and gives them to people 
that do. It's his business." 

"Does he get paid for it?" 

She shrugged absently. "A little, I think." 

"Do you go with Marvin when he picks them up?" 

"Sometimes. When if s far/' 

"And where does he take them? To Idaho and Nevada, or just 
around here?" 

She shrugged again. "He doesn't tell me where they go. He 
says he doesn't want me to try and get them back." She smiled 
peacefully. "He knows how I am about my babies." 

"How long have you and Marvin been doing this?" 

"I been with Marvin about three years." 

"And you're been trading in babies all that time?" 

"Just about." 

She poured some more tea into a ceramic cup and sipped it. She 
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gave no sign of guile or guilt, no sign that whathe suspected could 
possibly be true. 

"Do you have any children of your own. Iris?" 

Her hand shook enough to spill her tea. "I almost had one once." 

"What do you mean?" 

She made a face. "I got pregnant, but nobody wanted me to 
keep it so I d idn't." 

"Did you put it up for adoption?" 

She shook her head. 

"Abortion?" 

Iris nodded, apparently in pain, and mumbled something. He 
asked her what she'd said. "I did it myself," she repeated. "That's 
what 

I can't live with. I scraped it out of there myself. I passed out. 

I..." 

She felt silent. He looked back at the row of boxes that held her 
penance. When she saw him look she began to sing a song. "Aren't 
they just perfect?" she said when she was through." Aren't they all 
just perfect?" 

"How do you know where the baby you gave me belongs?" he 
asked quietly. 

" Ma rvin's got a book that keeps track. I sneaked a look at it one 
time when he was stoned." 

"Where’s he keep it?" 

"In the van. At least that's where I found it." Iris puther hands 
on his chest and pushed. "You better go before Marvin gets back. 
You'll take the baby, won't you? It just don't belong here with the 
others. It fusses all the time and I can't love it like I should." 

He looked at Iris' face, at the firelight washing across it, making 
it alive. "Where are you from. Iris?" 

"Me? Minnesota." 

"Did you come to California with Marvin?" 

She shook her head. "I come with another guy. I was tricking 
for him when I got knocked up. After the abortion I told him I 
wouldn't trick no more so he ditched me. Then I did a lot of drugs 
for a while, till I met Marvin ata commune down by Mendocino." 

"What's Marvin’s last name?" 

"Hessel. Now you got to go. Really. Marvin's liable to do 
something crazy if he finds you here." She walked toward him and 
he retreated. 

"Okay, Iris. Just one thing. Could you give me something for the 
baby to eat? She's real hungry." 
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Iris frowned. "She only likes goat 7 s milk, is the problem, and I 
haven't milked today." She walked to the Frigidaire and returned 
with a bottle. "This is all I got. Now, git." 

He nodded, took the bottle from her, then retreated to his car. 

He opened the door on the stinging smell of ammonia. The 
baby greeted him with screams. He picked it up, rocked it, talked to 
it, hummed a tune, finally gave it the second bottle, which was the 
only thing it wanted. 

As it sucked its sustenance he started the car and let the engine 
warm, and a minute later flipped the heater switch. When it seemed 
prudent, he unwrapped the child and unpinned her soggy diaper 
and patted her dumplinged bottom dry with a tissue from the glove 
compartment. After covering her with her blanket he got out of the 
car, pulled his suitcase from the trunk and took out his last clean T- 
shirt, then returned to the car and fashioned a bulky diaper out of 
the cotton-shirt and affixed it to the child, pricking his finger in the 
process, 

spotting both the garment and the baby with his blood. Then he 
sat for a time, considering his obligations to the children that had 
suddenly littered his life. 

He should go to the police, but Marvin might return before they 
responded and might learn of Iris' deed and harm the children or 
flee with them. He could call the police and wait in place for them to 
come, but he doubted his ability to convey his precise suspicions 
over the phone. As he searched for other options, headlights 
ricocheted off his mirror and into his eyes, then veered off. When 
his vision was re-established he reached into the glove compartment 
for his revolver. Shoving it into his pocket he got out of the car and 
walked back to the driveway and disobeyed tire sign again. 

A new shape had joined the scene, rectangular and dark. 
Marvin's van, creaking as it cooled. He waited, listened, and when 
he sensed no other presence he approached it A converted bread 
truck, painted Navy blue, with sliding doors into the driver's cabin 
and hinged doors at the back. The right fender was dented, the rear 
bumper wired in place. A knobby-tired motorcycle was strapped to 
a rack on the top. The door on the driver's side was open, so he 
climbed in. 

The high seat was rotted through, its stuffing erupting like white 
weeds through the dirty vinyl. The floorboards were littered with 
food wrappers and beer cans and cigarette butts. He activated his 
pencil flash and pawed through the refuse, pausing at the only 
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pristine object in the van-a business card, white with black 
engraving, taped to a comer of the dash:' J. Arnold Rasker, Attorney 
at Law. Practice in all Courts. Initial Consultation Free. Phone day 
or night.' 

He looked through the cab for another minute, found nothing 
resembling Marvin's notebook and nothing else of interest. After 
listening for Marvin's return and hearing nothing he went through 
flie narrow doorway behind the driver's scat into the cargo area in 
the rear, the yellow ball that dangled from his flash bouncing 
playfully before him. 

The entire area had been carpeted, ceiling included, in a matted 
pink plush that was stained in unlikely places and coming unglued 
in others. A roundish window had been cut into one wall by hand, 
then covered with plasticine kept in place with tape. Two 
upholstered chairs were bolted to the floor on one side of the van, 
and an Army cot stretched out along the other. Two orange crates 
similar to those in the cabin, though empty, lay between the chairs. 
Above the cot a picture of John Lennon was tacked to the carpeted 
wall with a rusty nail. A small propane bottle was strapped into 
one comer, an Igloo cooler in another. Next to the Lennon poster a 
lever-action rifle rested in two leather slings. The smells were of 
gasoline and marijuana and 

unwashed flesh. Again he found no notebook. 

He switched off his light and backed out of the van and walked 
to the cabin, pausing on the porch. Music pulsed from the interior, 
heavy metal, obliterating all noises including his own. He walked 
to the window and peered inside. 

Iris, carrying and feeding a baby, paced the room, eyes closed, 
mumbling, seemingly deranged. Aloae momentarily, she was soon 
joined by a wide and woolly man, wearing cowboy boots and Levi's, 
a plaid shirt, full beard, hair to his shoulders. A light film of grease 
coated flesh and clothes alike, as though he had just been dipped. 
Marvin strode through the room without speaking, his black eyes 
angry, his shoulders tipping to tire frenetic music as he sucked the 
final puffs of a joint held in an oddly dainty clip. 

Both Marvin and Iris were lost in their tasks. When their paths 
crossed they backed away as though they feared each other. He 
watched them for five long minutes. When they disappeared behind 
the curtain in the back he hurried to the door and went inside the 
cabin. 

The music paused, then began again, the new piece 
indistinguishable from the old. The heavy fog of dope washed into 
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his lungs and lightened his head and braked his brain. Murmurs 
from behind the curtain erupted into a swift male curse. A pan 
clattered on the stove; wood scraped against wood. He drew his 
gun and moved to the edge of the room and sidled toward the curtain 
and peered around its edge. 

Marvin sat in a chair at a small table, gripping a bottle of beer. 
Iris was at the stove, her back to Marvin, opening a can of soup. 
Marvin guzzled half the bottle, banged it on the table, and swore 
again. "How could you be so fucking stupid?" 

"Don't, Marvin. Please?" 

"Just tell me who you gave it to. That's all I want to know. It was 
your buddy Gretel, wasn't it? Had to be, she's the only one around 
here as looney as you." 

"It wasn't anyone you know. Really. It was just a guy." 

"What guy?" 

"Just a guy. I went out to a rest area way up by Oregon, and I 
talked to him and he said he was going to Frisco so I gave it to him 
and told him where to take it. You knoiv it didn't belong here, Marvin. 
You know how puny it was." 

Marvin stood up, knocking his chair to the floor. "You stupid 
bitch." His hand raised high, Marvin advanced on Iris with beer 
dribbling from his chin. "I'll break your jaw, woman. I swear I will." 

"Don't hit me, Marvin. Please don't hit me again." 

"Who was it? I want a name." 

"I don't know, I told you. Just some guy going to Frisco. His 
name was Mark, I think." 

"And he took the kid?" 

Iris nodded. "He was real nice." 

"You bring him here? Huh? Did you bring the son-of-a-bitch to 
the cabin? Did you tell him about the others?" 

"No, Marvin. No. I swear. You know I'd never do that." 

"Lying bitch.” 

Marvin grabbed Iris by the hair and dragged her away from the 
stove and slapped her across the face. She screamed and cowered. 
Marvin raised his hand to strike again. 

Sucking a breath, he raised his gun and stepped from behind 
the curtain. "Hold it," he told Marvin. "Don'tmove." 

Marvin froze, twisted his head, took in the gun and released 
his grip on Iris and backed away from her, his black eyes glistening. 
A slow smile exposed dark and crooked teeth. "Well, now," Marvin 
drawled. "Just who might you be besides a fucking trespasser? 
Don't tell me; let me guess. You're the nice man Iris gave a baby to. 
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The one she swore she didn't bring out here. Right?" 

"She didn't bring me. I followed her." 

Both men glanced at Iris. Her hand was at her mouth and she 
was nibbling a knuckle." I thought you went to Frisco," was all she 
said. 

"Not yet." 

"What do you want?" Her question assumed a fearsome 
answer. 

Marvin laughed. "You stupid bitch. He wants the rest of them. 
Then he wants to throw us in jail. He wants to be a hero. Iris. And to 
be a hero he has to put you and me behind bars for the rest of our 
fucking lives." Marvin took a step forward. 

"Don'tbe dumb." He raised the gun to Marvin's eyes. 

Marvin stopped, frowned, then grinned again. "You look like 
you used that piece before." 

"One or twice." 

"What's your gig?" 

"Detective. Private." 

Marvin's lips parted around his crusted teeth. "You must be 
kidding. Iris flags down some bastard on the freeway and he turns 
out to be a private cop?" 

"That's about it." 

Marvin shook his head. "Judas H. Priest. And here you are. A 
professional hero, just like I said." 

He captured Marvin's eyes. "I want the book." 

"What book?" Marvin burlesqued ignorance. 

"The book with the list of babies and where you got them and 
where you took them." 

Marvin looked at Iris, stuck her with his stare. "You're dead 
meat, you know that? You bring the bastard here and tell him all 
about it and expect him to just take off and not try to s top us? You' re 
too fucking d umb to breathe. Iris. I got to pu t you ou t of your misery." 

"I'm sorry, Marvin." 

"He's going to take them back. Iris. Get it? He's going to take 
those sweet babies away from you and give them back to the assholes 
that don't want them. And then he's going to the cops and they're 
going to say you kidnapped those babies. Iris, and that you were bad 
to them and should go to jail because of what you did. Don't you see 
that, you brain-fried bitch? Don'tyou seewhathe's going to do?" 

" l..." Iris stopped, overwhelmed by Marvin's incantation." Are 
you?" she asked, finally looking away from Marvin. 

"I'm going to do what's best for the babies. Iris. That's all." 
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"What's best for them is with me and Marvin." 

"Not any more," he told her. "Marvin's been shucking you. 
Iris. He steals those babies. Takes them from their parents, parents 
who love them. He roams up and down the coast stealing children 
and then he sells them, Iris. Either back to the people he took them 
from or to people desperate to adopt. I think he's hooked up with a 
lawyer named Rasker, who arranges private adoptions for big money 
and splits the take with Marvin. He's not interested in who loves 
those kids, Iris. He's only interested in how much he can sell them 
for." 

Something had finally activated Iris' eyes. "Marvin? Is that 
true?" 

"No, baby. The guy's blowing smoke. He's trying to take the 
babies away from you and then get people to believe you did 
something bad, just like that time with the abortion. He's trying to 
say you did bad things to babies again. Iris. We can't let him do 
that." 

He spoke quickly, to erase Marvin's words. "People don't give 
away babies. Iris. Not to guys like Marvin. There are agencies that 
arrange that kind of thing, that check to make sure the new home is 
in the best interests of the child. Marvin just swipes them and sells 
them to the highest bidder. Iris. That's all he's in it for." 

"I don't believe you." 

"It doesn't matter. Just give me Marvin's notebook and we can 
check it out, contact the parents and sec what they say about their 
kids. Ask if they wanted to be rid of them. That's fair, isn't it?" 

"I don't know. I guess." 

"Iris?" 

"What, Marvin?" 

"I want you to pick up that pan and knock this guy on the head. 
Hard. Go on, Iris. He won't shoot you, you know that. Hit him on 
the head so he can't put us in jail." 

He glanced at Iris, then as quickly to Marvin and to Iris once 
again, "Don't do it. Iris. Marvin's trouble. I think you know that 
now." He looked away from Iris and gestured at her partner. 
"Where's the book?" 

"Iris?" 

Iris began to cry. "I can't Marvin. I can't do that." 

"The book," he said to Marvin again. "Where is it?" 

Marvin laughed. "You'll never know, detective." 

"Okay. We'll do it your way. On the floor. Hands behind your 
head. Legs spread. Now." 
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Marvin didn't move. When he spoke the words were languid. 
"You don't look much like a killer, detective, and I've known a few, 
believe me. So I figure if you're not gonna shoot me I don't got to do 
what you say. I figure I'll just take that piece away from you and 
feed it to you inch by inch. Huh? Why don't I do just that?" 

He took two quick steps to Marvin's side and sliced open 
Marvin's cheek with a quick swipe of the gun barrel. "Want some 
more?" 

Marvin pawed at his cheek with a grimy hand, then examined 
his bloody fingers. "You bastard. Okay. I'll get the book. It's under 
here." 

Marvin bent toward the floor, twisting away from him, sliding 
his hands toward the darkness below the stove. He couldn't tell 
what Marvin was doing, so he squinted, then moved closer. When 
Marvin began to stand he jumped back, butMarvin wasn't attacking, 
Marvin was holding a baby, not a book, holding a baby by the 
throat. 

"Okay, pal." Marvin said through his grin. "Now, you want to 
see this kid die before your eyes, you just keep hold of that gun. You 
want to see it breathe some more, you drop it." 

He froze, his eyes on Marvin's fingers, which inched further 
around the baby's neck and began to squeeze. 

The baby gurgled, gasped, twitched, was silent. Its face 
reddened; its eyes bulged. The tendons in Marvin's hand stretched 
taut. Between grimy gritted teeth, Marvin wheezed in rapid streams 
of glee. 

He dropped his gun. Marvin told Iris to pick it up. She did, and 
exchanged the gun for the child. Her eyes lapped Marvin's face, as 
though to renew its acquaintance. Abruptly, she turned and ran 
around the curtain and disappeared. 

"Well, now." Marvin's words slid easily. "Looks like the worm 
has turned, detective. What's your name, anyhow?" 

"Tanner.” 

"Well, Tanner, your ass is mine. No more John Wayne stunts 
for you. You can kiss this world good-bye." 

Marvin fished in the pocket of his jeans, then drew out a small 
spiral notebook and flashed it. "It's all in here, Tanner. Where they 
came from; where they went. Now watch." 

Gun in one hand, notebook in the other, Marvin went to the 
wood stove and flipped open the heavy door. The fire made shadows 
dance. 

"Don't. 
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“Watch, bastard." 

Marvin tossed the notebook into the glowing coals, fished in 
the box beside the stove for a stick of kindling, then tossed it in after 
the notebook and closed the iron door. "Bye-bye babies." Marvin's 
laugh was quick and cruel. "Now turn around. We're going out 
back." 

He did as he was told, walking toward the door, hearing only a 
silent shuffle at his back. As he passed her he glanced at Iris. She 
hugged the baby Marvin had threatened, crying, not looking at 
him. "Remember the one in my car," he said to her. She nodded 
silently, then turned away. 

Marvin prodded him in the back and he moved to the door. 
Hand on the knob, he paused, hoping for a magical deliverance, 
but none came. Marvin prodded him again and he moved outside, 
onto the porch then into fire yard. "Around back," Marvin ordered. 
"Getinthebus." 

He staggered, tripping over weeds, stumbling over rocks, until 
he reached the rusting bus. The moon and stars had disappeared; 
the night was black and still but for the whistling wind, clearly 
Marvin's ally. The nanny goat laughed at them, then trotted out of 
reach. He glanced back at Marvin. In one hand was a pistol, in the 
other a blanket. "Go on in. Just pry the door open." 

He fit his finger between the rubber edges of the bus door and 
opened it. The first step was higher than he thought, and he tripped 
and almost fell. "Watch it. I almost blasted you right then." 

He couldn't suppress a giggle. For reasons of his own, Marvin 
matched his laugh. "Head on back. Tanner. Pretend you're on a 
field trip to the zoo." 

He walked down the aisle between the broken seats, smelling 
rot and rust and the lingering scent of skunk, "Why here?" he asked 
as he reached the rear. 

" Because you' 11 keep in here just fine till I get time to dig a hole 
out back and open that emergency door and dump you in. Plus it 7 s 
quiet. I figure with the bus and the blanket no one will hear a thing. 
Sit." 

He sat. Marvin draped the blanket across the arm that held the 
gun, then extended the shrouded weapon toward his chest. He had 
no doubt that Marvin would shoot without a thought or fear." Any 
last words. Tanner? Any parting thoughts?" 

"Just that you forgot something." 

"What?" 

"You left the door open." 
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Marvin glanced quickly toward the door in the front of the bus. 
He dove for Marvin's legs, sweeping at the gun with his left hand 
as he did so, hoping to dislodge it into the folds of the blanket 
where it would lie useless and unattainable. 

"Cocksucker." 

Marvin wrested the gun from his grasp and raised it high, 
tossing off the blanket in the process. He twisted frantically to protect 
against the blow he knew was coming, but Marvin was too heavy 
and strong, retained the upper hand by kneeling on his chest. The 
revolver glinted in the darkness, a missile poised to descend. 

Sound split the air, a piercing scream of agony from the cabin 
or somewhere near it. "What the hell?" Marvin swore, started to 
retreat, then almost thoughtlessly clubbed him with the gun, once, 
then again. After a flash of pain a broad black creature held him 
down for a length of time he couldn't calculate. 

When he was aware again he was alone in the bus, lying in the 
aisle. His head felt crushed to pulp. He put a hand to his temple 
and felt blood. Midst throbbing pain he struggled to his feet and 
made his way outside and stood leaning against the bus while the 
night air struggled to clear his head. 

He took a step, staggered, took another and gained an 
equilibrium, then lost it and sat down. Back on his feet, he trudged 
toward the porch and opened the door. Behind him, the nanny 
laughed again. 

The cabin was dark, the only light the faint flicker from the 
stove behind the curtain. He walked carefully, trying to avoid the 
litter on the floor, the shapes in the room. Halfway to the back his 
foot struck something soft. As he bent to shove it out of his way it 
made a human sound. He knelt, saw that it was Iris, then found a 
lamp and turned it on. 

She was crumpled, face down, in the center of the room, arms 
and legs folded under her, her body curled to avoid assault. He 
knelt again, heard her groan once more, and saw that what he'd 
thought was a piece of skirt was in fact a pool of blood and what 
he'd thought was shadow was a broad wet trail of the selfsame 
substance leading toward the rear of the cabin. 

He ran his hands down her body, feeling for wounds. Finding 
none, he rolled Iris to her side, then to her back. Blood bubbled from 
a point beneath her sternum. Her eyelids fluttered, open, closed, 
then open again. "He shot me," she said. "It hurt so bad I couldn't 
stop crying so he shot me." 

"I know. Don't try to talk." 
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"Did he shoot the babies, too? I thoughtl heard...” 

"I don't know." 

"Would you look? Please?" 

He nodded, stood up, fought a siege of vertigo, then went behind 
the curtain, then returned to Iris. "They're all right." 

She tried to smile her thanks. "Something scared him off. I drink 
some people were walking by outside and heard tire shot and went 
for help. I heard them yelling." 

"Where would he go. Iris?" 

"Up in tire woods. On his dirt bike. He knows lots of people up 
there. They grow dope, live off the land. The cops'll never find him." 
Iris moaned again. "I'm dying, aren't I?" 

"I don't know. Is there a phone here?" 

She shook her head. "Down at the end of the street. By the 
market." 

"I'm going down and call an ambulance. And the cops. How 
long ago did Marvin leave?" 

She closed her eyes. "I blacked out Oh, God. Its real bad now, 
Mr. Tanner. Real bad." 

"I know. Iris. You hang on. I'll be back in a second. Try to hold 
this in place." He took out his handkerchief and folded it into a 
square and placed in on her wound. "Press as hard as you can." He 
took her left hand and placed it on tire compress, then stood up. 

"Wait. I have to..." 

He spoke above her words. "You have to get to a hospital. I'll be 
back in a minute and we can talk some more." 


"Hang on." 

He ran from the cabin and down the drive, spotted the lights of 
the convenience market down the street and ran to the phone booth 
and placed his calls. The police said they'd already been notified 
and a car was on tire way. The ambulance said it would be six 
minutes. As fast as he could he ran back to the cabin, hoping it 
would be fast enough. 

Iris had moved. Her body was straightened, her right arm 
outstretched toward the door, tire gesture of a supplicant. The sleeve 
of her blouse was tattered, burned to a ragged edge above her elbow. 
Below the sleeve her arm was red in spots, blistered in others, 
dappled like burned food. The hand at its end was charred and 
curled into a crusty fist that was dusted with gray ash. Within the 
fingers was an object, blackened, burned, and treasured. 

He pried it from her grasp. The cover was burned away, and 
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the edges of the pages were curled and singed, but they remained 
decipherable, the written scrawl preserved. The list of names and 
places was organized to match the gaily painted boxes in die back. 
Carson City. Boise. Grant's Pass. San Bernardino. Modesto. On and 
on, a gazetteer of crime. 

"I saved it," Iris mumbled. "I saved it for my babies." He raised 
her head to his lap and held it till she died. Then he went to his car 
and retrieved his B Box baby and placed her in her appointed crib. 
For the first time since he'd known her the baby made only happy 
sounds, an irony that was lost on the five dead children at her flank 
and on the just dead woman who had feared it all. 



CARROLL JOHN DALY 
( 1889 - 1958 ) 


Not My Corpse 

(Race Williams) 


1 

DEATH COMES TWICE 


There may be likeable crooks and there may even be likeable 
killers, but Jake O'Hara was not one of them. He curried favor with 
everyone who needed currying. He was rubbing his hands when 
he came into my office. 

"Well, what do you want?" I demanded. 

"I don't know. Race," he said. "That's a fact." He opened his 
wallet and placed two century notes on my desk. "I'll pay that to 
find out." 

"Idon'tlikeanythingaboutyou, Jake," Itoldhim. "Beatit." 

"But," he insisted, "you're a private eye, aren't you? I got 
trouble. We've never crossed." 

I shrugged. "You don'tcross anyone in the open. You do your 
shooting from behind garbage cans and the corners of buildings." 
And when his eyes widened, "I understand you even peddle the 
stuff." 

Jake didn'tget mad. "I never sold a dime's worth of the stuff." 

"Okay, Jake. I hear you can't make a dame unless you feed her 
the stuff. It all adds up to the same. I don't like you." 

"We can't like everyone." Jake stood there and agreed with me. 

" Remember the dirty little man in the dirty little room?" 

"Harvey Rath?" I was startled. "I never believed that myth, 
Jake-and he's been dead, anyhow out of circulation, for a long time." 

"He ain't out now." O'Hara laid a card on the desk before me. 
On it was printed: 
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THERE'S A DIRTY LITTLE MAN IN 
A DIRTY LITTLE ROOM 

"Would you like to get a card like that?" Jake asked me. 

"I wouldn't mind," I told him. 

But I was curious. I noticed that there was a nervous twitching 
to his fingers and that his usually ruddy face was pale. 

"Go back a couple of years. Race." He wet his lips. "Guys were 
being shook down, bumped for no reason at all. Tough Tony walked 
into Eddie Smart's place. Eddie was behind the bar. Him and Tony 
were friends, see. Tony pulled out a gun and shot him through the 
head. 'That,' said Tony,' is straight from a dirty little guy in a dirty 
little room.' Tony was hopped up, all right. What more he might 
have said we don't know. Milligan was in the bar and he pulled out- 
a rod and blew Tony apart." 

"Jake," I said, shoving the two Cs back into his hand, "I'll give 
you some free advice. I think someone is trying to scare you to 
death." I opened the door. "On your way, Jake." 

"It isn't me so much as my girl," Jake whimpered as I let him 
out of the office. 

Five minutes later Jerry, my boy, came in. 

"Boss," he said, "wasn't that Jake O'Hara who just left you a 
little while ago?" 

"Yes," I said. "So what?" 

"So I know something about him you don't know. He's lying 
dead in the gutter. Two doors down the street. Someone stopped a 
car, called him over and shot him." 

"Where do you get your information?" 

"Clarice-on the newsstand downstairs. She buzzed me. I know 
it was O'Hara. I put the glasses on him out the window." 

They were moving the body and the crowd, too, when I put my 
six-power glasses on the street below. I guessed Jake O'Hara wasn't 
worrying so much now. I shrugged-and gulped. What of the girl? 

"Has Jake got a girl?" I hollered to Jerry. "And do you know 
where she lives?" 

“A dame called Sissy Pierson," he said. "She slipped down 
from the upper crust. Does a number in one of the night spots. I'll 
get her address for you." 

Jerry was efficient that way. In five minutes he had her address, 
on Ninety-second Street. 

"If she's got a phone," he said, "it's a secret." I went out and 
took a taxi to Ninety-second Street to a small walk-up apartment. 
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Sissy Pierson's card in the mail box read "4D." I pressed the 
bell and held my hand on the door, waiting for the latch to click. 
There was no click. Perhaps she wasn't in. Perhaps she was in 
danger and Jake had told her not to answer the bell. 

I pressed the buzzer of a ground-floor apartment and got service. 
I was in the door fast and on the stairs before 2A could get a look at 
me. Though you can always apologize. On the fourth floor I found 
4D, and it didn't take too much of a keen eye to see that the door 
latch wasn't caught. Someone could do that going out quietly: 
someone could do it door open and walk into a lot of trouble. A 
burst of gunfire or a tap on the head from someone behind a door. I 
gave the bell a ring, heard it plainly back in the apartment. No 
response. 

I thought I'd go in and wait for Sissy Pierson. I was there to do 
her a favor. Most normal people don't like getting themselves killed, 
that's quite certain. 

The hall was fairly dark, so I swung my gun into my right 
hand, crouched low, hoping that if it was gunfire, they'd shoot 
high, or that I'd shoot first, and started to push the door, to put the 
squeeze on anyone hiding behind it. 

Nothing stirred. I got the door back as far as it would go. I 
looked down a long straight hall and into a living room with 
curtains drawn back from the windows. I had plenty of light now. 

I stepped in, closed the door and with my gun still in my hand, 
walked slowly down the hall. A kitchen loomed up to my right and 
I took a look-see-empty-so I went to the living room. The furniture 
was comfortable, expensive and in good taste. 

Living room empty. No dining room. The door to the room down 
the side hall was closed. I raised my gun slightly and pushed this 
door open. 

I didn't even have to enter the room. I was looking straight at 
the bed and the girl that was huddled on it-a dead girl. Despite the 
rope that bound her feet to the foot of the bed and her hands to the 
head of it, she was curled up, half turned on her side. 

Her lips were tom, and the skin on either side of her mouth was 
raw with little bits of whitish linen still clinging to it. Strips of 
adhesive tape lay on the floor, evidently tossed there as they had 
been stripped from the lips they sealed. 

She was fully dressed, but her feet were bare-and blistered and 
burned, and many burned matches and cigarette butts were in the 
deep ashtray. 

Someone had tied that girl on the bed and before killing her had 
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tortured her for information. Whether he'd got it or not, I didn't 
know. 

There are times for lads in my business to get from under. This 
was not one of the times. I lifted the phone by the bed, dialed 
headquarters and got Sergeant O'Rourke. 

"I've walked in on a body, O'Rourke," I said. "It's murder." I 
gave him the address and the apartment number. "I'll give you the 
setup, and don't bring Inspector Nelson with you." 

"He's Homicide, Race," ORourke said easily. "He's got to come 
along." 

Which was true enough. 

I took a quick look-see in the bathroom, then sat down in the 
living room and took a smoke. I guessed the dame was Sissy Pierson, 
all right. Her picture was around the place enough, in all sorts of 
poses-mostly costume stuff or lack of costume stuff. 

How had she died? I thought off-hand, from the marks of her 
throat that she'd been choked to death. How long had she been 
dead? Not long-her body was still warm. I didn't question further. 
She was not my corpse. She belonged to the police department. 

I went into the kitchen and looked for a bottle of whisky. I've 
seen a lot of mean killings. I can take them, but that doesn't mean 
you ever get exactly used to them. She hadn't been a bad-looking 
kid. I took a stiff drink. 

She couldn't have been a day over twenty-three. I took another 
hooker, went back in the living room and sat down to wait. I was 
thinking she would not mind about the whisky. 

Pretty soon they came-O'Rourke, the same friendly cop as ever, 
and Inspector Nelson. O'Rourke was only a sergeant in rank, but 
he was close to Commissioner Porter. He could have been an 
inspector a long time ago, but as he said, and meant it, a copper 
learns more when he keeps close to his men. 

Inspector Nelson acted with his usual belligerency, as if he had 
just found me after I'd murdered the woman. He disliked all private 
dicks and me in particular. But I wouldn't be shoved around like 
other private eyes, and he knew it. 

2 

DAUGHTER OF WEALTH 


Our assistant medical examiner. Dr. Spear, came on the heels of 
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the boys who were setting up cameras and going over the place. Dr. 
Spear was not the public's idea of a big city medical examiner. He 
never complained that he was pulled away from his dinner, never 
made flippant remarks about the corpse, never kidded with the 
police or permitted levity from them. It was a hard, cold and serious 
business with the assistant medical examiner. 

I was wrong about the choking to death. She had been stabbed. 
Right through the heart. No knife was found. The time of death he 
set within the hour. That made Nelson look at me sharply. 

"I suppose, Williams," he said, loud enough for the cops in the 
living room to hear, "you can account for your time?" 

He gave me a look that showed how he felt about private eyes. 

"Sure," I said just as loud. "I was out looking for the Malone 
brothers." 

Which held Nelson. The Malone brothers had disappeared a 
couple of years ago, not five minutes before Nelson had dropped 
down on them. Nelson had had an anonymous tip and the evidence 
that would convict them of murder for more than four hours. But he 
had checked up before even trying to make an arrest. The story still 
went over big-if you wanted to get under Nelson's skin-which you 
often did. 

The girl might have been killed in anger at not getting the 
information the murderer wanted. But it was Dr. Spear's opinion 
that the torture had gone on for some time. 

One thing more. A card had been thrust down the girl's blouse. 
I didn't need to see it to know what was printed on it. 

"Come around to my office and I'll match that card for you," I 
said to O'Rourke. 

He showed the card to me then. Of course it read: 

A DIRTY LITTLE MAN IN 
A DIRTY LITTLE ROOM 

O'Rourke came around, and I told him all about O'Hara's visit. 
"A dirty little man in a dirty little room," he thought aloud. 
"Remember Harvey Rath? He was a fence for over forty years. He 
lived back of his pawn-shop-yes, in a dirty little room, and he was 
a little man, not overly deem. There were hints that he started to 
cash in on some of his knowledge. Tough Tony blurted it out before 
he died. But we never found out anything. Rath disappeared-we 
never found his body.. .O'Hara say anything else to you?" 

"Not a word." 
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"And you never saw the girl before?" 

"Not until I saw her on the bed dead. No skin off your nose, 
O'Rourke-another cheap gangster and his dame." 

O'Rourke looked at me steadily. "She had a scrapbook in her 
apartment. Race. She was Daniel Pierson's daughter. The 
stockbroker. Plenty of money and society, though he was rather 
pushed out of it a few years back when he was divorced. A mess. 
His daughter blew up and got a job singing in a Chicago night club. 
Made pretty good money at first. Then she met O'Hara. Doc Spear 
said she needled herself." 

I nodded. "O'Hara would get his girls that way. I told him so. I 
guess he deserved the dose." 

Only Foster of the Journal putme into the morning papers-a line 
about O'Hara taking the dose "almost immediately after leaving 
the office of a private detective." Evidently the advertising 
d epa r tmen t wouldn't let him put my name in. 

The wages of sin and hints at the sins of the parents and so on 
were played up good. O'Hara and the dope were pushed down as 
if the divorce had everything to do with it. 

There were pictures of the girl when a child, and at an exclusive 
girls' school, and the information that last summer she had done a 
song-and-dance act at the invitation of the Junior League up in 
Maine for a new hospital opening on Moosehead Lake. 

O'Rourke trotted into my office several times to see if I had 
heard anything, and it was surprising the things he knew about 
that girl-alive-and how little he knew about her dead. 

“ A couple of guys were making a play for her," he told me 
about a week after the murder, "and in spite of the dope, O'Hara 
was having a tough time keeping her in line. If O'Hara hadn'tcome 
to you, Race, I'd think he threatened the wrong man in a jealous 
rage and got himself knocked over." 

"And the card-the dirty little man?" 

"Just a red herring of O’Hara's." 

"So the guy gets rid of O'Hara because he wants tire girl, then 
tortures and kills her because she won't tell him what she saw in 
O'Hara. How does Nelson cater to that idea?" 

"Nelson," said O'Rourke, "has it all sewed up. He liked the 
idea of the lover killing O'Hara and explains it that the girl has a 
new boy friend. O'Hara tortures the girl to find out his name. She 
won't talk, so O'Hara kills her. The boy friend walks in on the body, 
goes after O'Hara and pops him off. The time element makes it 
possible." 
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"And I suppose I was to help alibi O'Hara." 

"Could be." O'Rourke shrugged. "Anyway, a lot of guys liked 
her, and O'Hara wasn't one to scare a man much." 

"No." I shook my head. "O'Hara was scared himself." 

Jerry came in then. 

"I've plugged it in here." He nodded toward the phone then at 
O'Rourke, who took itand listened. 

"Sure," he said. "I know where it is. Loft building. Body, huh? 
She was-" O'Rourke straightened. This was not simply another 
body to him. He said, "Like that, eh?" and dropped the phone back 
in the cradle and walked toward the door. 

"It's a dead girl/' he said slowly. "Tortured, too-burnt matches 
and butts." 

"And a card?" I asked. 

"Yes-and a card." His lips set tightly. "And if you ask me what 
was on it. I'll bash your teeth down your throat. Want to come 
along? We're traveling fast." 

I went. And I didn't need to ask him what was on the card. 

I knew. 

The Loft building was in the Bronx. We made time in a police 
car. 

Nelson was already there. The homicide boys had set up their 
cameras, the place was being dusted for fingerprints, and Dr. Spear 
was finishing up his job. I got a look at the girl lying on a dilapidated 
couch, an old chair beside her, a tin box full of butts and matches, 
and the torn lips and scarred face where the adhesive tape had 
been tom off repeatedly as the girl evidently had been given a chance 
to talk. 

That was all I did see. Nelson wanted no pan of me, and 
O'Rourke didn't try to buck him. 

Nelson was within his rights, so I went out into the hall and 
talked to the reporters. 

The girl was identified two hours later at the city morgue, and 
the papers had a field day. She was not simply a child of wealth 
and respectability and society. There was no personal blot on her 
character and certainly no family scandal back of her. 

She was Elsa Ames, daughter of Otis Ames, the real estate man, 
and Mrs. Ames, the former Constance Barrow of the Barrow 
Chemical Works and the Barrow fortune. Those two names, Ames 
and Barrow, meant plenty of dough, and the Barrow name took 
care of the society, back a few generations. 

The card made the papers this time. The speculations were 
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most anything you wished to name. 

What's more, the Ames girl had disappeared in broad daylight. 
She had been shopping in a well-known Fifth Avenue shop and 
had walked out onto the avenue-or at least walked toward the door. 
The store wanted her all the way out, but O'Rourke told me the girl 
had last been seen walking toward the Fifth Avenue entrance by a 
saleslady who knew her. 

That was at half-past eleven in the morning. She was not seen 
again until four in the afternoon. Then she was dead. Some kids 
playing in a condemned building had found her. 

The underworld of New York-the dives and the gambling 
houses came in for a bad time. Even night clubs were investigated. 

I went around personally and couldn't find anything. In one of 
the big uptown clubs Bill Cruthers, who owned the place, came 
over and sat down. 

"It's a rotten racket Race," he said. "Look at this club. Of course, 
we have shady customers." He waved a hand. "They're all missing 
tonight. It's the same in the big hotels. Lads who can't stand being 
questioned. They've run. Not a bit of harm in-well, ninety per cent 
of them." 

"What do you think. Bill?" I said. "You've been around a long 
time." 

"Off the record?" He grinned atme and I nodded. "Understand, 
Race, its only my opinion-not anything I've heard. But the bad 
boys of the city arc scared. There is a sort of code in the underworld 
of self-preservation. They keep their quarrels and their wars among 
themselves. They don't murder respected citizens any more than 
they kill cops if they can avoid it. It's bad for business-from the 
pickpocket in the subway to the lad at the roulette wheel. Look 
what it does to the night life-a respectable place like this, too, almost 
deserted." 

"Why don't you chuck it up? There's nothing to hold you- 
nothing shady." 

He put that nice smile on me. "Perhaps the dough I brought 
along in the beginning and put into different spots wasn't made by 
the sweat of my brow. But how many big business men would not 
say the same thing if they told the truth? I don't let myself get pushed 
around and I don't push too much myself. But I'm not a sucker." 

"And your idea?" 

"Well-" He rubbed his clean-shaven chin. "I don't take too 
much stock in that card business. I never knew Harvey Rath, but I 
think he did use the threat of disclosing tilings to get a few enemies 
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bumped off. Then someone got to him. I think. Race, the cops have a 
tough job. I think someone is trying to cover something." 

"How?" 

"Well," he said, "it's hard to connect up the two murders. I 
don't think O'Hara counts too much. He was only in the way. The 
girls had met, I suppose, and that would make it appear like a link 
to the police. But I think a certain guy wants to do in a certain girl 
and that these are preliminaries." 

"So it will look like the work of a maniac?" 

"Sure." He grinned. "Maybe I read too many detective stories- 
but maybe the killer did, too." 

"But the torture business," I said. 

"Why not?" He shrugged. "If s got to look macabre." 

"But a man couldn't work it alone," I said. "Remember the 
death car and O'Hara." 

"Don't spoil a good story. Race." He got up from the table. 
"Here's news for you. I've sold outmy interest in the night spots to 
some A Number One lads-Harry Long, Spencer Clarke, Malcolm 
Drew. They're forming a syndicate and pulling in bank money from 
outside. But I'll stick around a bit and see this through. The cops 
are running roughshod through the night. It would be something. 
Race, if you broke this case. If I hear any thing-if s yours for a little 
bit of quiet when I blossom out as a gentleman, maybe a financier." 

He gripped my hand again and was gone. 

I liked Bill Cruthers. Never saw anything bad about him, though 
I heard plenty-but then, I heard the same things about myself. Still, 
I knew he'd be a mean man to cross. He was like me. 

He wouldn't be shoved around. 

3 

THE NEXT VICTIM 


The next day Mr. Otis Ames made several statements. One of 
them was that his daughter had never been in a night club in her 
life. The best one was that it was quite possible that his daughter 
had met Sissy Pierson, since they were both up atMoosehead Lake 
in Maine on the occasion of the opening of the hospital. 

The police were raising the roof through the underworld, and 
men were talking who had never talked before. The general feeling 
was that Harvey Rath was alive and had returned, that he had 
passed the word along that certain people must be killed, and that 
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these killings included not only the two girls but Jake O'Hara as 
well, and anyone else whose death could not be satisfactorily 
explained. 

When two gunmen were fished out from under a wrecked car 
alongside the reservoir by Kensico Dam above White Plains, the 
word traveled fast that these were the birds who had picked up the 
Ames girl and spirited her to Harvey Rath up in the warehouse in 
the Bronx. 

O'Rourke was too busy to have any talks with me. 

Then things broke wide open. A girl named Dorothy Sears 
Briggs, of the Johnson Briggs clan, not yet twenty-one, received a 
message during a late dinner at a smart night spot There were eight 
in her party. Every one of the eight including her escort, the idiotic 
but extremely wealthy Mortimer Chase, saw her read the note 
carefully before excusing herself. Two of the party were sure she 
carried the note from die room with her. 

That was the end of Dorothy Sears Briggs. At 1:20 the following 
morning they found her body behind some bushes in Central Park. 
There were no burnt matches, but her bare feet showed signs of the 
use of fire. Her face and lips were tom like those of the other two 
girls, though the tape was missing. Fingers that had gripped her 
smooth white throat had finished the job. 

O'Rourke came to see me again. Even his voice was tired. 

"I want to check my thinking with yours. Race," he said. "You 
can lie in bed and do your thinking." 

"Well," I told him, "I think each of these girls knew something. 
Maybe the first victim told them." 

"Yes, yes. We figured on that, but it doesn't jell. The Pierson 
girl, yes. She might have been afraid to talk, for in a way she was 
one of the mob. But die others-why should they keep a secret one so 
terrible to the murderer that he would kill to prevent its being known? 
And OHara-and the two thugs who were picked up, and-" 

"Wait a minute, O'Rourke," I said. "Did these last two girls 
know each other-and did they know Sissy Pierson?" 

"They knew each other socially. Dorothy Sears Briggs was a 
nice kid, and so was Elsa Ames, but she wasn't as far up the ladder. 
They met at social affairs but weren't chummy if thats what you 
mean." 

"Well," I said, "someone knows something and won't or can't 
talk." 

I asked him what the department was doing. 

"Plenty," O'Rourke told me. "Since the Briggs girl was found 
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dead Nelson has got the names of nearly every young girl who is in 
the social set or trying to get in. He's got the name of everyone who 
knew Dorothy Briggs personally, and a few who knew Sissy Pierson. 
He's interviewed most of them." 

"And the results?" I wanted to know. 

"Irate papas, and friends of irate papas, and lawyers of irate 
papas have been calling the commissioner. But Nelson's not backing 
down." 

"What did he find out?" 

"That the daughters of the rich have their secrets as well as the 
daughters of the poor-and that some of their so-called friends arc 
about as willing to talk about it. But the killer's hot. Some day he'll 
make someone talk-say exactly what he wants to hear." 

"I'm lucky to be out of it," I told him. 

"But you're not out of it." He looked straight at me. "No citizen 
is out of it-no decent citizen. The alert is on for eight million people 
in New York. Someone is sure to talk. Something is sure to break 
any minute. No, Race, you're not out of it." 

The shock came exactly one week after the death of Dorothy 
Sears Briggs. And it jarred me like an explosion. 

I got a phone call to meet a man named Riley. He was a familiar 
figure to be seen strolling along Broadway. A dapper old guy, 
though not as old as he'd like you to think. He had come up from 
the gutter but wasn't going back into it-not alive. He had been a 
pickpocket, a common stick-up and a con man, but all that was 
years ago. Riley had slipped from one thing to another so fast that 
the cops had never been able to put the finger on him. Then suddenly 
he went in for high-class literature and poetry, and could misquote 
most any authority you named. 

But he did get around and he did know what was going on. 
Now he was the go-between for so many things, and stepped on so 
few toes doing it, that he was taken for granted around the 
underworld when anything diplomatic had to be pulled off. So he 
had his nose in everything. 

I got his secret call-everything about Riley was secret. He wanted 
me to have dinner with him in a delicatessen-restaurant in Brooklyn. 
I wondered who thought I was after his hide and wanted Riley to 
sound me out on what Riley always called "a meeting of the minds." 

This cheap but large restaurant was doing a big business. But 
they had booths for two and poor lighting in the back. It was in one 
of the booths that I found Riley. 

"I know how fastidious you are. Race," he said as I sat down. 
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"so I ate my dinner before you came. We haven't got more than a 
moment to give to each other, butit's a moment of some importance." 

There was a note of excitement in his voice-strange to Riley- 
and a trembling to his hand and a furtiveness in the way he looked 
around. It was all the more strange because Riley had always had a 
direct look, an honest, steady handclasp and a voice of assurance. 

"Important to me or you?" I grinned at him. 

"To me," he said. "There is ten thousand cash in it." Riley 
never said "grand" any more. "For you, as much as you can make 
the traffic bear above that. Maybe a small fortune." He leaned across 
the table. "And maybe death." 

Riley could always be melodramtic. Then he went into swearing 
me to secrecy, insisting on my solemn oath that I would not divulge 
the source of my information. 

I gave him all the assurance he needed. "Since the thing is big 
and it will take time," I said, "get talking. What have you got that's 
worth ten thousand dollars?" 

He coughed and prepared to give me his usual spiel about how 
he served mankind. Then he suddenly thought better of it and said 
in a hoarse, unnatural voice, "I've got the name of the next victim of 
the dirty little man in the dirty little room." 

"What!" 

The dishes rattled on the table. If Riley had wanted to throw 
me, he certainly had. He hushed me to silence. 

"That's it," he said, his voice hardly a whisper. "'The name of 
the next-shall I say intended victim?" 

"Whatdo you mean, intended?" I said. 

"You might gather a large fortune preventing it." 

"And who will pay you this ten thousand? You don't think I 
have it." 

"I think you could get it," he told me. "Her father should pay. 
He's worth enough." 

I wanted to tell him he was crazy. But Riley was not crazy. 
When Riley gave, or rather sold, information, it was good 
information. You got all you paid for. 

"Look," he was saying. "I only want your word that the ten 
thousand is mine. Then I'll give you the name of the girl. Then 
you'll send me tire ten thousand. I'll be out of the city until the 
vicious fiend is dead, the girl is dead, or you are dead. Don't you 
see. Race, the chance I'nr taking-for a measly ten thousand?" 

"I'm to go to the girl's father aird ask him for ten thousand 
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dollars to tell him his daughter is the next victim. Why he'll know it 
as soon as I peep the request for money." I drought a moment "I see. 
You give me the name. I'm to collect the money. He'd run to the 
phone and the police would be in. Give me tire name, Riley. Maybe 
I can work something. Certainly you'll be entitled to a reward after" 

"No. Listen, Race. If I was as young as you, as quick with a gun 
as you, as willing to die as you are-and as much of a fool as you are- 
I'd work it myself. This guy's millions. I'm risking my life." 

I shook my head and felt my jaw harden. 

"Riley," I said slowly, "you're risking your life more rightnow 
by not telling me. When I think of the way those girls died-and that 
another is to die horribly if you don't speak-why I'd choke the truth 
out of you for a lead nickel." I looked around the crowded restaurant 
"If the place wasn't so crowded. I'd start now." 

"It does you credit" Riley was more himself now. "I thought of 
that when I picked this crowded haven of hungry mortals. No, 
Race. I must have the money-and I have a plan." 

"In tiie meantime, a girl dies." 

"I think not" 

"Riley-" I was recovering now- "you can't know. If the money 
was obtained and then-the girl-well, we'd want her to live, of 
course." 

"Of course. And for once I'll break my rule and tell you how I 
know. Tiny Prague-you know him?" I nodded. "He used to be a bad 
boy. He did his stretch, and I guess he was lucky he didn'tsitdown 
on a chair for murder. He's been straight since. Has charge of the 
bar at the Golden Eagle. I think Cruthere gave him his chance. Big, 
handsome fellow. Tiny Prague. 

"Well, I was at the Golden Eagle and Tiny took a phone call in 
the booth. I happened to be in the next one and heard him curse and 
then swear that if he fried, he wouldn't do it Then he mentioned a 
girl's name, and there was horror in his voice. 'I'll go to the police,' 
he said. 'I'll go to Bill Cruthere!' Then I heard the girl's name again, 
and when he came out of the booth, he was white. Perspiration was 
running down his face. He doesn't drink, but he did then, and put 
on his hat and coat and went out" 

"Anything else?" 

"Yes. He muttered over the phone like he was repeating what 
he heard-'A dirty little man in a dirty little room.'" 

I looked carefully at Riley."Well, Bill-" 

"He won't go to Cruthere," Riley was saying. "Tiny's dead. 
Race. Stabbed in his own apartment-through the back. And no card. 
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Race." He paused. "That's significant, isn't it?" 

"Could be." Butlcouldn't think of anything significant about 
it 

"So," said Riley, "ten thousand is dirt cheap. Listen how you 
can work it Of course, you don't go to the girl's father. You go see—" 
And Riley talked... 

I had done some work for the Second National Bank. In a way 
I knew the president. He had bowed stiffly when the others had 
shaken my hand at that board meeting. But he hadn't liked my 
methods and my ethics, though he congratulated me grudgingly on 
behalf of the stockholders and the depositors. 

"I'll be satisfied with what he says. Race," Riley went on. "If 
you don't get the money-" he shrugged- "I've done my duty. But I 
expectyou to get the money." 

"I don't like it, Riley," I told him, "but I'll play it your way. If it 
doesn't pan out and you don't give me the girl's name, or go to the 
police with it I'll get the information out of you." 

Riley smiled as we both stood up. 

"You'll mail me the money. Race-in cash-or you won't find 
me." 


4 

BODY BLOW 


To walk in at night and call on J. Fletcher Logan, president of 
the Second National Bank, for a private conference-as Riley wanted 
me to do-was something. I had to pull a few fast ones to do it 
I decided to work through Frank Rainer, playboy with plenty to 
play with. Not that he'd have any influence with J. Fletcher Logan, 
but his eccentric aunt would. She was both society and money, and 
even J. Fletcher Logan would respect her wishes. 

It took me a couple of precious hours to work it Enough to say 
that "a gentleman would call on J. Fletcher Logan on a matter of the 
gravest importance." The gentleman was me. Rainer insisted on it 
that way, since anything less wouldn't impress his aunt 

At that I guess it wasn't the first secret visit J. Fletcher had ever 
had. His secretary met me in the alley of his Fifth Avenue home, at 
the door. He was a bald-headed, horse-faced individual with eyes 
like a ferret and he knew me at once. 

"Mr. Logan will see you briefly in his upstairs study," he said. 
"The hour is late. You will understand that." 
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I said I would and followed him along a dim narrow hall to a 
small elevator. It shot up like a snail. 

J. Fletcher Logan was a formidable looking as his name and 
position in the financial and social world indicated he would be. 
He was in a dark purple dressing gown. His white hair was neatly 
combed and parted in the middle with mathematical precision. 

He was standing behind a desk, tall and rather on the thin side, 
and with a slight stoop. There were two pairs of glasses on his desk, 
the nose type and spectacles. His eyes were blue, not bright and 
pleasant, but steady. 

“Mr. Williams-with a message of the gravest importance," he 
said simply. 

I looked at the secretary who closed the door and stood by it, 
and he got the point and said, "My secretary, Mr. Norman Hilton, 
has been with me twenty years. You may proceed." 

I proceeded. His dark eyebrows went up when I broke into the 
society murder cases, but although I didn't like the man. I'll admit 
he heard me through, even to details. His face expressed nothing 
when I came to the ten-thousand-dollar part. I finished with the 
final crack that I believed in my informant that he had never misled 
me, and that he wanted to know if Mr. J. Fletcher Logan would 
advise the father of the girl to pay the money-even before he knew 
the father's name. 

"A close personal friend of yours, who accepts your advice 
always," I finished, just as Riley had put it. 

J. Fletcher Logan spoke then. "Mr. Williams, this girl's father, 
whom your informant has in mind, is quite evidently a personal 
friend of mine or one who is in a position or in the habit of seeking 
my advice and reasonably certain of acting on that advice. Would I 
advise him to then place in the hands of this doubtful character the 
sum often thousand dollars for information of a most tragic and 
horrifying nature, affecting the welfare of his home, actually, as you 
believe, the life or death of his daughter? Now suppose that this 
informant, being as you frankly state of an unsavory character, 
made the same offer to a dozen different men at the same time through 
different intermediaries." 

"Mr. Logan," I interrupted, "I have stated the case to the best of 
my ability. I want a yes or a no." 

"Really. Then-" 

"If I may suggest," the secretary cut in, "we have had dealings 
with Mr. Williams before, Mr. Logan. Perhaps we might-compromise 
on a small amount in advance and later-" 
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"With a girl's life in the balance and every moment precious? I 
said. "If the price was low enough. I'd pay it myself. I wouldn't be 
here." 

"How low?" Mr. Logan's voice was soft now. 

"I can raise five thousand," I told him. "I found that out tonight. 
And it's from people you wouldn'teven meet." 

"Very well, Mr. Williams," Mr. Logan said. "The bank will 
lend you the other five. I'll go on your note myself." 

He bowed stiffly and was about to dismiss me when I saw a 
phone across the room and asked to use it. When he nodded, I lifted 
the phone and dialed my number. I heard Riley answer as Logan 
was rebuking his secretary in a soft voice for bringing me so neatly 
into making my offer. 

"All right" I said to Riley. "The money goes to you at the opening 
of the bank tomorrow. Never mind congratulating me. I don't want 
congratulations. The girl's name'... What?" I guess my voice went 
up." And her father is-her-" 

I dropped the phone in her cradle, turned and faced J. Fletcher 
Logan. 

"You look a little stunned." For the first time he actually smiled. 
" I hope you found your investment-satisfactory. 

I couldn't speak. I simply looked at him. When I did speak, my 
voice sounded far of f."Not satisfactory at all, Mr. Logan-not at all." 

"Well, I won't question you. You have your ethics, or so you 
told me once. Our little talk will be confidential, and the bank will 
take care of you in the morning. I am not to know the girl's name, of 
course." 

^ "But you are to know it." A hundred ways to break it to him 
were dashing through my muddled brain. Then I tossed it out. "The 
girl's your daughter." And when his face remained the same, "Your 
daughter Martha. Martha Logan." 

People have taken blows before too heavy for the mind to accept 
at once, and I thought that was what had happened to Logan. I 
guess the secretary did, too, for he came over and took his arms. 

"It's true, Mr. Logan," he said. "Somehow I knew the moment 
Mr. Williams spoke, yet he couldn't have guessed it." 

No, I hadn't guessed it. Maybe I should have. Later I knew I 
shouldn't have. Not]. Fletcher Logan's daughter. Not Riley actually 
sending me to the father. 

I'll say this for J. Fletcher Logan. He could take it-plenty. He 
opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. But he didn't let his 
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mouth hang open. He closed it firmly and leaned on the desk, not 
gripping it for support exactly, or at least, not giving me that 
impression. Logan had faced crises before, though not like this, and 
he was gathering his mental strength to face this one. 

His secretary suggested a brandy and that he sit down. Logan 
waved him aside. 

"No, Norman," he said. "I like to take things standing-a little 
brandy perhaps in a moment." Then looking at me: "I recall your 
doing some work for us at the bank. I did not approve your methods, 
yet I did not question your integrity. Now-is it possible that your 
information is erroneous?" 

"Anything is possible," I told him, "but I'd say that the odds 
were twenty to one that my information is correct." 

"There is nothing from my point of view to substantiate this- 
this horror. I am thinking." 

Logan waited a full minute, took the brandy Norman offered 
him. 

"Nothing strange about Martha's actions lately," he murmured. 
"Not even little things. She is an especially level-headed girl, 
Williams. The police must be notified at once." 

"I wonder, sir." Norman was in it now. "The police are capable, 
honest, and without doubt anxious to protect you and yours. But 
you know yourself, Mr. Logan, that things leak out." 

"Leak out!" Logan's voice raised. This strong man of finance 
was using all that strength now to fight hysteria. "What does it 
matter? A cordon of police day and night! I'll call the commissioner." 

I broke in hurriedly. "Where is Miss Logan now?" 

"Ah!" He swung then. "Norman, she's in bed, isn't she? Mr. 
Williams, you think-" 

"I don't know," I told him. "Who knows where she is? The 
thing to do is to find her at once." As he moved toward the phone, I 
said, "I don't know if yohr phone is tapped or not, but a call to the 
police might bring immediate and disastrous action. I want to find 
her." 

"Her maid-Walters," Norman said, and pressed a button. "But 
I think Miss Martha is out of town." 

Walters came. She was not a frivolous young French maid but 
rather stout, motherly and dependable looking. 

Martha Logan had gone up to Westchester to a party, she said. 
But she was not staying the night. "Her work at the hospital, you 
know." Her train would arrive at 11:27. Thomas, the chauffeur, 
was to meet her at the Roosevelt Hotel. Yes, the maid thought she 
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was returning alone. 

I got a good description of how Martha Logan was dressed 
before the maid left us. 


5 

A GUN ROARS 

I guess the same thought entered the minds of all three of us at 
the same time. The thought was that there was a long underground 
tunnel, the passage from Grand Central station to the Roosevelt 
Hotel. 

I walked over to the desk and lifted a small picture from it 

"Miss Logan?" I asked and when both men nodded, I shoved it 
into my pocket, grabbed up my hat and went to the door. 

"Better let me out as quietly and quickly as possible," 1 said to 
Norman. "The house might be watched." 

"Yes-yes." Logan was still beside the telephone. "Norman will 
see you down. Williams, don't hesitate to protect Martha in any 
way necessary." 

"In the way perhaps that you objected to when I worked for tire 
bank last year?" 

He faced me squarely. 

"I was a narrow-minded man then. Perhaps I am a narrow¬ 
minded man now." His lips set grimly. "Strike without mercy. Kill, 
if it is necessary. My name, my money and my lawyers will stand 
behind you." 

"I don't think it will come to that yet; Mr. Logan," I said. "I've 
got plenty of time to reach the station. Wait until I contact your 
daughter before using that phone." 

As I left the room, J. Fletcher Logan called after me, "Are you 
armed?" 

I grinned and swung a gun into my hand from a shoulder 
holster so fast that Norman jumped. I stepped into the elevator with 
him and crawled down three floors. If I had had an acetylene torch. 
I'd have burned the cable and dropped the car. 

Norman said as he let me out the back. "Think nothing of that 
ten thousand, Mr. Williams. I'll have the check ready for you as 
soon as you return." 

The long tunnel that runs from Grand Central Station to the 
Roosevelt Hotel is hardly ever full of people at eleven-thirty at night 
As a matter of fact. I've seen it deserted sometimes at seven P.M. 
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A good place for a murder, butnot too hot for a kidnaping. The 
girl would scream if conscious, and if unconscious, would have to 
be carried out. That would be my meat. At least, this three-time 
murderer of young girls had to get his prey alone where he could 
torture information out of them. 

I was thinking it over as I got out of the taxi and walked into 
Grand Central Station, coming down the ramp from Forty-second 
Street. I still had seven minutes before the train came in. I'd had a 
good look at the girl's picture and I had liked what I had seen. A 
little on the ritzy side maybe, butgood. 

She held her head as if she were somebody, and 1 guess she 
was, at that. Her features were sharply defined, but not too sharply 
cut. There was a delicate fineness to her face, like that in old-time 
paintings, with a little firmness tossed in. A hands-off sort of look. 

She was a blonde and her eyes were blue. Best of all, I had a full 
description of what she was wearing. 

I got up to the gate where the train came in but not too close. I 
couldn't spot anyone in the theater crowd returning to Westchester 
who looked too out of place. 

Thomas had already left with her car, but my idea was to 
introduce myself to Martha Logan, preferably after she left the tunnel 
and came up in the Roosevelt Hotel. I'd take her home in a taxi in 
case this was the pay-off and an accident had been arranged for the 
Logan car. 

The station was pretty crowded. There was quite a mob around 
the gate where she would arrive. 

The train came in. The gates opened, and people poured 
through. The train must have come from well upstate because it 
was pretty crowded and a lot of people were coming through and a 
lot more were meeting them-and I saw the girl. 

If you didn't know there was great wealth and family behind 
her, you'd fall for her right away. She walked like a thoroughbred. 
It was only knowing about the dough that gave you the idea she 
might be snooty. 

Blonde hair peeped out from a little hat. The weather was still 
cold, but she carried her coat over her arm. A plain coat, a plain 
tailor-made suit-but I expect it cost heavy dough. It fitted her 
perfectly, or she fitted it perfectly. Fine straight body, quick walk, 
nice blue eyes. 

I turned in after her when she was in the thickest part of the 
crowd. 

I was closing in to get on her heels when I saw the man. Short, 
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stocky, well-dressed, nothing loud. I didn't know him, but he didn't 
give me a pleasant impression. He walked through the crowd, got 
close to the girl, and I saw his hand come out of his overcoat pocket. 
There was a gun in it. 

A place like that seemed no place to intimidate a girl and make 
her walk quietly to the nearest exit and disappear into the night. 
Certainly die gun was jammed close to her. One woman saw it, for 
she cried out-and my right hand swung up under my left armpit. A 
man alongside me was jarred back by my sudden movement. Maybe 
I could have shot the gun out of that fellow's hand under ordinary 
circumstances. But heads were bobbing in and out between me and 
the girl. 

There was the man's body. There's was the man's face. There 
was the man's gun-and I read death in that face. Death for the girl. 
In that hard, cold evil face of a killer. For an instant his face was 
clear, his eyes were clear, his gun was clear and raised close to the 
girl's head. All clear-and I squeezed lead once. 

The roar of the gun. A woman alongside me, looking at me and 
folding up and fainting. The screams of another. The-yes, tire 
gunman going down amid the small jammed-up crowd. 

I moved fast then. I knew the man was dead. You don't lay a .45 
into a man's head at twenty-five or thirty feet and not get results. 
Hysteria took the crowd as I reached Martha Logan. Women were 
screaming. Men were shoving and yelling, and that inevitable man 
in every crowd who can handle things was shouting orders to stand 
back and give the man air, and "Where the devil did that shot come 
from anyway?" As many people were trying to break into that circle 
that held death as were trying to get out. 

"This way. Miss Logan." I had her by the arm and steered her 
along quickly. "I'm from your father," I told her, weaving in and 
out. "Keep your head now. Remember the notoriety if you get into 
the papers. Take it easy-thisway." 

I steered her toward the restaurant, twisted right, joined those 
who were going up the ramp and avoided those who were coming 
down asking what had happened. 

It wasn't hard to get away. The gun-man had figured that. People 
who were close to that shooting were fighting to get away from it. 
Those who weren't close were running toward the excitement. 

The ride to tire Logan house in the taxi was something. A lot of 
class was sitting beside me needing protection-a few million dollars' 
worth of class. Also she was asking questions, and I was avoiding 
them and telling her to ask her father. I handed her one of my cards 
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which she made out in flashing lights. 

"Race Williams, isn't it?" she said. "Yes, Race Williams, the 
detective." 

I liked the way she put "the detective." 

But I wasn't talking. 

When we reached the house, I hustled her in. The place was 
already overrun by the law. O'Rourke was there, and Commissioner 
Porter himself. Logan, telling Norman to give me a check, was tossing 
his arms around his daughter. She wanted an explanation. Logan 
told her that there had been trouble at the bank and hustled her off 
to her rooms. But before she went she tossed a parting shot that hit 
the bull's-eye. 

"The bank?" she said. "But, Father, if it has anything to do 
with-with these awful murders, I want that man there." She pointed 
at me, smiled. "Yes. I mean Race Williams. I like him." 

She was gone up the stairs then, and they were all questioning 
me. Had I told her? What had I told her? To my surprise, I got the 
drift of what Logan was saying-that he was dismissing me, handing 
me a check. 

"Norman considers itmy duty," he said. "Ten thousand dollars 
for the man who furnished you with such information." He bowed 
slightly toward the commissioner. "Of course, Williams, I realized 
after you had left the impossibility of my daughter actually being 
involved in such a sordid-'' He choked that off. "I am inclined to 
agree with the commissioner that you yourself were taken in and 
had nothing to do with the-extortion." 

I looked at the check. It was for ten thousand, all right. I looked 
at the commissioner and at O'Rourke. They knew nothing about 
the shooting at the station. Then I turned to Logan, but I didn't 
throw in his face the suggestion that I kill if necessary, that his 
lawyer would stand back of me. 

"The ten thousand, Mr. Logan, is simply expense money," I 
said. "There is a small fee for escorting your daughter home from 
the station. I get twenty-five dollars an hour or for any part of an 
hour." 

"Very well," Logan said, but the commissioner's eyebrows went 
up, and O'Rourke grinned. "Norman, make Mr.-this man-out 
another check for twenty-five dollars." 

"One moment." I was calm but I was good and mad. "There is 
a small extra charge for additional service. I don't know what the 
other agencies charge, but I always demand three dollars and 
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seventy-five cents extra when I kill a man in protecting the life of my 
clients' daughters. If you think it too high, why mail me what you 
think it's worth." I turned then and started toward the door-just in 
time to bump into Inspector Nelson. 

"So," said Nelson, grabbing me by the shoulder, "you shot 
somebody-just like that." 

"Just like that" I repeated. "So what?" 

Ten minutes later we were all in the upstairs study. All but the 
girl. Intended victim Number Four-Miss Martha Logan. 

6 

RACE HAS A THEORY 


Commissioner Porter was quiet and composed. Nelson was 
pacing die room and talking. O'Rourke was standing beside the 
door, and J. Fletcher Logan was sitting uncomfortably in the big 
chair by the flat desk, Norman beside him as if ready to take notes 
but without his usual secretary's pencil and notebook. 

"If this is a pinch, say so," I said, "and I'll get my lawyer. Not 
yours." I looked at J. Fletcher Logan who had made no remark. 

"Come, come." Commissioner Porter was poring die oil around. 
He was a good commissioner and he was a good politician, too. 
"Let's have it all, Williams. Tell us what happened at the station." 

So I told it The killer's face, the gun in his hand, death in his 
eyes. 

"It was a split second or death for Miss Logan," I said. "A 
wound would only have jarred him, and he'd have fired. So I shot 
to kill-and he died." 

"Like that" Nelson stopped walking and glared at me. "You 
know these girls have never been killed on sight. They've been 
kidnaped or lured away and tortured before they died. Don't say 
you didn't think of that You claim to think of everything." 

"Sure," I said. "I thought of it I thought too, that maybe the 
murderer could have changed the pattern All right Nelson" I glared 
back at him now. "If you were there, you'd wait and see what his 
plans were-is that it?" 

"I'm asking the questions." Nelson pulled the iron jaw on me. 

"You're not asking this one. Nelson. I'm asking it" I turned to 
J. Fletcher Logan. "What would you expect from the police? A wait- 
and-see game? I had an instant decision to make." 

"Why-er-" J. Fletcher sort of stiffened. "Under the 
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circumstances-" 

"You'd prefer the newspaper to carry a story about how quick¬ 
acting Inspector Nelson wounds murderer five seconds after brutal 
slaying? How would it read to you-the girl's father?" 

"Come-come," said the commissioner. "The inspector is merely 
questioning whether your action was necessary. Let us presume it 
was necessary. I think perhaps the least publicity given to the whole 
affair in the station, the better for all concerned. We must assume 
that this was a hired assassin who misunderstood his orders. It's 
about I told them all except Riley's name. 

"Well, well," said the commissioner, "I think Williams has 
perhaps performed a commendable action. What do you say, 
O'Rourke?" 

"I know Williams," said O'Rourke. "He calls them as he sees 
them. No man can do better than that. Commissioner" 

I'll give all of them credit for respecting my position and not 
trying to get Riley's name out of me. Nelson, no doubt, because the 
commissioner hamstrung him a bit. 

"You feel certain you got all the information available from 
your-informer, Williams?" the commissioner asked. 

"I'd have wrung his neck for what I got if he hadn't made that 
impossible. And I'd have paid him myself. Ask Mr. Logan about 
that." 

"Yes, yes," said the commissioner. "I am quite aware of the 
dramatic denouement in naming his daughter. Now, Williams, you 
are to understand that in a case of this importance your protection 
alone would hardly be satisfactory. Miss Logan must have complete 
protection. I would request your silence. Leave this entirely in our 
hands. And be so kind as to give us your opinion on the matter." 

"For free?" I asked. 

"For the benefit of the citizens of New York," he said slowly. "I 
know you too well to offer you money from the public funds." 

"Nicely put." 

The commissioner was a smooth lad. He didn't like my 
methods. But he was honest in that dislike. He had never hounded 
me. Cautioned me at times, yes. Maybe threatened me once or twice. 
But he was no hard-driving, bull-headed Nelson. 

He knew there would be nothing in it for him if he started 
driving me for killing a man in saving tire life of Martha Logan. 
Logan-like it or not-would have to stand behind me, or the 
newspapers would make him. I had a story and it was a beaut. 
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"Well," I said, and this was my big moment, for I'd had this in 
my mind ever since the last girl was killed," all of these vie tims held 
a secret-a secret of a crime-and each one who knew that secret must 
die." 

" And the torture?" The commissioner was interested. 

"The murderer knew the name of one girl who held the secret in 
the beginning, but he knew that there were others. He tortured Sissy 
Pierson to get the names of the others and got only one name. Let's 
say Sissy Pierson knew only one name-Elsa Ames. So he tortured 
Elsa Ames to get the other names, and she knew but one name. He 
got that name and tortured the third victim, Dorothy Sears Briggs, 
to get the other names-and got only one name-Martha Logan." 

"Would girls like that keep a secret that was so important?" 
said Nelson. "You're out of your mind. We had that idea, but it 
wouldn't fit after the second death and certainly not after the third 
girl died. Now there's Martha Logan. None of these girls showed 
any fright, or the least apprehension even, at any time before they 
were killed." 

"These girls didn't know what the secret drey held was," I said. 
"Martha Logan doesn't know it now. Can't you see? All of them 
were at the scene of some crime. All of them saw the murderer's 
face. Not one of them even knew a crime was committed." 

"Then why trouble to kill them?" 

"Because," I said, "all of them saw the murderer. That must be 
the only solution. They saw the murderer, no doubt fresh from his 
crime, but they didn't know he was a murderer because they didn't 
know a crime had been committed." 

"Then why would the murderer kill them?" 

"Because the murderer knows that sooner or later they will 
know a crime was committed and will remember him. Now, my 
suggestion for solving the case, if you're interested-" 

"Yes," said the commissioner. "We would be interested in that." 

"Well," I said, "make a list of every unsolved murder committed 
in New York within the last year, or out of New York at any time 
Martha Logan was out of the city. Try to place her at the scene of 
any of those crimes. Martha Logan has seen this murderer smack at 
the scene of his crime, but she doesn't know it, because she never 
heard of the crime. Good night, gentlemen." 

I turned and walked out of the room. And out of the house. 
Cops were all over the place... 

The next night 1 went down to the Bright Spot, a small new 
night club that was coming along. The talent was not expensive. 
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but it was good. Boys and girls got a chance to show their stuff there 
and make names. They had a fine talent scout combing the city. It 
was like a proving ground for some of tire big clubs. 

I wasn't there to be entertained. I wanted to sec what I could 
pick up. Big shots dropped in there, and not-so-big shots, too-lads 
who would be barred when cafe society discovered it. 

I guess I wasn't the only one who hoped to get some information. 
Lieutenant Hogan from the Broadway squad was sitting at a table, 
looking for all the world like an old-time matinee idol. A 
plainclothesman named Cohen was with him, dolled up for the 
sporting mob. 

Joey Paleno, the manager, came over and flopped into a chair 
beside me. 

"Business not so good," I said. 

"Bad." he said. "I've been asked a dozen times already if the 
regulars were all here last night, and when they left or if they acted 
nervous-and I don't know who are regulars and who aren't any 
more. They all got up and left last night at about the same time, 
excepta few." 

"A telephone call tipped them off that something was wrong?" 

"Just nothing. Race." Paleno spread his hands. "You know 
how those things are. Everyone knew something at once. I was out 
at tire bar; and Fingers Levine is drinking alone. Suddenly he puts 
his half-drunk glass down and walks straight out of the place. It 
was a double whisky sour, at that. Talk about mental telepathy. 
Duke University should do its experimenting here. It's uncanny. 
I've seen it hundreds of times. They were all out by midnight when 
the cops were on the prowl." 

He got up as Lieutenant Hogan went by and beckoned to him. 

"See?" Paleno tossed out those expressive hands again. "Now 
it'll be what time some of the drunks got to playing musical chairs." 

I watched the show. The girl who was on had talent "Feather" 
Falon they billed her as. And I appreciated tire club a little more. 
Her old man had been shot to death in a gang war when she was a 
kid. Feather was tough. Feather was afraid of nothing. 

Feather looked like a million dollars. Maybe two million, for 
that was the first time it struck me that Feather looked like Martha 
Logan. Or was it simply that the Logan girl was on my brain? No. 
She looked like her, all right Not that they were twins. Just a likeness 
in height, color of hair, fair skin. 

I saw Bill Cruthere. I gave him the hand as he passed and he 
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came over and sat down at the table beside me. 

"They'll have me down at headquarters. Race, for associating 
with you," he said. "It'll be my first trip, too." 

" What are you doing down here?" I asked him. 

"Getting around. The BrightSpot is part of the syndicate, but it 
won't be known until we branch out and welcome the big money. 
I'm trying to smooth the rough spots. The cops are at it again." 

"So Joe told me. Another big crime?" 

Bill Cruthers had a nice smile. "Don't be coy. Race," he said. "A 
shot was fired, and everyone who should know knows. The cops 
go into a panic and start raiding again." He leaned forward. "How 
deep are you in it?" 

I ignored that. 

"What are are you doing down here?" I asked him again. 
"You've got bigger business." 

"Well," he said and he was serious, "it isn't known and I 
wouldn't like a guy who started guessing. When this panic clears 
up. I'm going to marry Feather Falon and take her out of this 
business." 

"Feather Falon?" I was surprised. 

"She's the cutest, straightest little shooter that ever trod the 
avenue. Anyway, I'm for her whether she likes it or not. She'll take 
a chance on anything for money and she's ambitious, so I guess I'm 
set. I'll take her to South America-abroad if things are right-to the 
West Coast, and I won't be back until they've forgotten-if then. Then 
maybe I'll star her on Broadway. The truth is-" 

"Yes?" I waited. 

"I'm in love with her. Race." 

Then he went on to talk abouthis age. Thirty-eight not being so 
old. Thathe'd make it up to her in many ways. He'd run straight for 
years. Her old man had been no good, but die kid was straight. 
Loyal. 

" Bill," I told him, "you don't have to cry all over your face to me. 
It will be a real break for her. She's getting a swell guy." I shook his 
hand. "I wish you luck and I'll send you a present." 

He hesitated moment before he spoke. "You might do something 
formenow," he said. "Idon'twanttomixmynameup withhersor 
I'd do it myself. Inspector Nelson is buzzing her backstage. Every 
once in a while they drag her in because of her old man. But the 
girl's straightas a die-I know that. I thought maybe you'd slip back 
and break it up. I've got to toddle. Nelson would forget any tiring to 
jump on you. Give him the Malone brothers gag." 
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I didn't like it, but I did wander backstage. I'd had no idea that 
Bill Cruthers was gone on Feather Falcon, but it explained how she 
had got her chance at the club. 

I didn't cross Nelson and I didn't see Feather Falon. I found out 
enough to know that she had gone off with Nelson, but if he had 
dragged her down for questioning, I couldn't tell. The watchman 
backstage said he didn't know. 

“Cops are like that," he said, adding that Feather had a temper 
but she hadn't been using it. "Believe me, son," he said, "she ain't 
tongue-tied, either. He must have offered a few bucks. That kid will 
do anything for money." 

So I left without any information, except the item of Bill Cruthers' 
heart throb that any gossip columnist would give his right eye to 
have. 


7 

A DIFFERENT PATTERN 


A late edition of the paper had not a word about Martha Logan, 
nor had I been mentioned yet in the Grand Central Station shooting. 
The commissioner was soft-pedaling things until he got the breaks. 

I wondered. Three girls had never got the breaks. Martha Logan- 
I rather liked the kid. At least, she'd had a break the other girls 
hadn't had. The police knew for certain drat her number was up. 

Did that give her safety? It should, for a while. Surely they'd 
toss enough police around her. She would have an escort every 
place she went, if they let her go any place. No. It looked as if she 
would have to stay in her own house until she-or the killer-died. 

The next day I liked her better. I went down to the Times and 
went through some old papers with the help of a doll who knew the 
society angle. Martha Logan had done her stuff. She held a record 
for war bond sales and not to the millionaire set, either. She had 
gone out and done her part at public gatherings. Sold them on her 
personality, too, without benefit of identification. 

She had been a nurse's aid. None of this stuff of running around 
in a pretty uniform and meeting important visitors to the hospital. 
She had done more than straighten flowers and hand over vases to 
be filled with water by someone else. She had worked. Seven o'clock 
in the morning stuff-six days a week, and sometimeslseven. 

What's more, she hadn't simply waved the flag and folded it 
up when the war folded. She had kept right on at the hospital. More 
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work and less pictures in the papers than any girl in the city, was 
the way the superintendent of the hospital put it. 

I felt a little proud. I had given her a chance to carry on, and 
now the police were watching her, so she couldn't carry on until 
the thing was settled... 

O'Rourke came in to see me the next day before I had breakfast. 
He still looked worried, but he looked as though he'd had more 
sleep. He had some type-written data in his hand. 

"Here," he said, "is a list of every murder for the past two years 
in the city of New York, and out of it, on the dates we can fix the 
Logan girl as out of town. She has never been near most of the 
places at any time. The Central Park killing-well, she rides in the 
park once in a while but never at the right time to have been near 
when a killing was pulled off. Besides, she's never had the other 
three girls riding with her. She's sure of that." 

"Has she ever been with them? I mean all at once." 

"She doubts it," said O'Rourke. "Sissy Pierson she remembers 
meeting-but she doesn't know where. She identified her from the 
picture. Both the other girls she knows. The first one to die after 
Sissy-Elsa Ames-she didn't know too well, but had met her around. 
The third one she knew better. That was Dorothy Sears Briggs. But 
only met her at parties." 

"Have you ever placed the four together?" 

"Yes," said O'Rourke. "At the Plaza in April of Forty-four and 
Madison Square Garden in December of Forty-five. Uptown at the 
Armory on New Year's Eve of the same year. A lawn fete on the old 
Untermeyer estate up in Yonkers last May. There may have been 
other affairs, but we can't be sure. Like the docking of a troop ship 
in Forty-four. Sissy Pierson is hard to place always. The last Labor 
Day up in Maine on Moosehead Lake." When I looked up at him, he 
said, "There were one hundred and thirty-seven guests that came 
from New York. At the other affairs, all but the Plaza, there were 
over a hundred, at the Garden nearly two hundred-and no one was 
killed at the Plaza or the other places." 

"She's not keeping anything back?" 

No," said O'Rourke. "It's a wonder she remembers as much as 
she does. All she did was entertain, sell bonds, and work at the 
hospitals. Half the time she didn't know where she was going, even 
when the time came. Says she met a lot of people a lot of places. I 
was out early this morning, talking to all the girls she knows well. 
Boy, are they a suspicious lot! I didn't mention her name in 
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particular. I let them think I was asking her questions, too. They 
remember a lot of the damnedest things and make up a lot of the 
damnedest things. For my money. I'd bury the Logan girl in the 
Tombs until we clear up this thing." 

"You showed her pictures, I suppose." 

O'Rourke chuckled and shrugged. 

"Practically moved tire rogues' gallery up into her sitting room." 
He shook his head then. "She recognized one guy for us. Said she 
didn't know where she had seen him but remembered his face. 
Nelson hit the ceiling and had every cop in the city after him-picked 
him up in twenty-seven minutes. He has a record, yes, but die fact 
was he served the Logan girl at a luncheon in a midtown hotel two 
years ago. She's got a memory, all right. Nelson wanted to pin 
something on the bird, but as soon as he spoke of that luncheon, die 
girl recalled him. Said he had served the soup cold." 

"Had he?" 

"Well, he-" O'Rourke stopped. "What the devil are you talking 
about? You're not serious? Cold soup." 

"No," I said, "I'm not serious about that. Why tell me all this?" 

"Old friends. Race. The police have their place and you have 
yours. There arc a lot of things you can do we can't do." 

I asked O'Rourke about Harvey Rath. 

"We showed her pictures of him, but she said she had never 
seen him. Of course, she couldn'tbe sure from the pictures. I knew 
Rath well." 

"Tell me about him-his character." And when O'Rourke's 
eyebrows went up, "We all have character, O'Rourke, good or bad." 

"His," said O'Rourke, "was just bad. He fenced things in a 
small way for years. Then he went in for bigger stuff. We never 
could lay the finger on him after he hit the high-priced stuff. 
Suddenly he got real smart. We were sure some big stuff went 
through him, but we couldn't prove a thing." 

"Used blackmail, putthe finger on big-shot crooks, too," I said 
and when O'Rourke nodded: "That's dangerous stuff." 

"There was talk he had a little book and that it would go to the 
cops if he was ever knocked over. I guess it was only talk. He 
disappeared suddenly. Two, three years ago. He's dead, of course." 

"Why of course? Nobody." 

"It is easier to hide a dead body than a live one. Racketeers, 
politicians, far bigger lads than Harvey Rath have died and their 
bodies have never been found. I come in to pump you, and you start 
pumping me. I'll have to be on my way. Race. I'm worrying about 
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the chances this killer will take." 

"He can't get through a real police block, O'Rourke," I told him 
seriously. "But it is a desperate situation for the killer. I think Miss 
Logan is the last of his victims. So this time it has only to be a quick 
and sudden death, and no doubt soon. Look at how the other deaths 
followed on 2 upon the other." 

"But we didn't know then," said O'Rourke. "We know now. 
We've taken every precaution possible without letting the press in 
on it The girl has seen pictures of everyone worth seeing." ORourke 
grinned. "She's recognized a few big-shot racketeers, a couple 
spotted for black market stuff, but nothing to remember about them. 
Just one." His smile was a tired one. "A pick-pocket at the Plaza 
two years back. He was acting odd. We'll get some small stuff back 
through it. What a memory that girl has got!" 

"That's what the murderer is thinking, O'Rourke. That's what 
he fears. Four girls saw something that will stand out in their minds 
when it is forced back into conscious memory through something 
startling, no doubt. Something that is going to happen soon. Take 
care of the little lady, O'Rourke. She's got lots on the ball." 

"Don't you worry," O'Rourke said with great confidence, but 
he was still worrying his head off when he left me... 

Four days later, what happened knocked the opening of Aida 
with the newly discovered young opera star right onto Page Five. A 
woman looking out a window saw it. She didn't report it right 
away. She didn't have a phone and was afraid to go out to telephone. 

Early in the morning, along about three, she saw a car come 
down the side street past a brownstone front that had been turned 
into a rooming house. She saw the door open, saw something pushed 
into the street. Saw it roll over and lie in the gutter. And that's all it 
did, lie there. 

She hadn't been able to get to sleep and was sitting at the 
window. She sat there for quite a long time staring, fascinated. Then 
she woke up the girl across the hall in the back. It was almost a full 
hour, though, before tire landlady called the police. Yep, the body 
lay there, undiscovered, right in the city of New York. 

The man had been shot dead only a few hours before they found 
him. He hadn't been identified when Jerry brought me the early 
editions of the afternoon papers. But there had been a neatly typed 
card pinned on his chest-not the same terrifying note that had 
startled millions and struck terror to those who had daughters. It 
was not the same simple message that had sent the underworld 
into a panic. It read a little bit differently. It said: 
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THIS IS FOR YOU 
YOU DIRTY LITTLE MAN IN 
A DIRTY LITTLE GUTTER 

O'Rourke fairly breezed in to see me. His eyes were bright, the 
wrinkles gone out of his forehead. 

"You were right Race." He patted me on the back, chuckled. "It 
was Harvey Rath. I knew him well. Been hiding out, all right. What 
Martha Logan knew about him will never be known now." 

"Did she see the body?" 

"Her old man hit the ceiling at the very idea. And to tell you the 
truth. Race, I was timid about taking her down to the morgue." In a 
matter-of-fact voice he added, "But he wasn't mussed up any. A 
bullet hole in his heart. We had some mighty good pictures made 
and sent up for her to look at. She said she had never seen him." 

"That wonderful memory!" I took a silent laugh. "So Rath had 
all his trouble for nothing. Got anything on his killing?" 

"No." O'Rourke looked atme steadily. "This Norman lad, the 
Logan secretary. He hasn't been in touch with you, has he?" 

"Not a peep. What's on your chest?" I inquired. 

"The pattern. The bullet hole in Rath's chest. Sort of different. 
Not true to form. Like Grand Central Station." 

I came to my feet. 

"You think I killed him!" Then I laughed. "The pattern is all 
right, O'Rourke,- for remember, this is a different pattern. This is 
someone that Rath put the finger on to do some killing for him-out 
of the book maybe. And this guy-well, he was big or he was mad or 
he knew where the book was, and he plugged Rath." I nodded. "I'll 
admit that card on the body was a classic and worthy of me. Was it 
Nelson's idea?" 

"Well-" O'Rourke scratched his head- "don't blamed Nelson 
too much. I was wondering. What's so strange or insulting about 
it? Its like you, isn’t it? Nelson thought maybe Logan had his 
secretary send you around some dough, too, for the job." 

"I'm flattered, not insulted," I told O'Rourke. "And if you never 
find the lad who dished it out to Harvey Rath, you can give me the 
credit." 

O'Rourke put cowlike eyes on me and went out chuckling. He 
was in a rare good humor. 
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SITTING DUCK 


Of course I thought that was the end of it. The papers thought 
so, too. The boys of the press surmised and conjectured and went 
all out according to their imaginations. They made a lot out of 
Nelson's ambiguous statement. But never once was the name of 
Martha Logan brought into the story. 

The following day I saw her pictures in the society columns. 
She was among those who would attend the opera Aida. 

My first thought was that the police were finally convinced 
that all danger was past for Martha. Then I saw the point, or thought 
I did. Dislike Nelson or not dislike him, he was a good cop and a 
careful one-at least with a name like J. Fletcher Logan. He'd have 
cops watching that girl at the opera. At that, it seemed like he was 
setting her out to see if there would be any attempt on her life. 

Well, I'd probably never see Martha Logan again, unless I went 
to the opera to get a peek at her. And that I wouldn't do for any 
woman. 

Logan had sent me a check for twenty-five hundred, so I had 
made a few bucks out of it. 

That night I went to Johnny Swan's Grill to eat It was surprising 
the food he could dig out of his vest pocket if you had the money to 
pay for it. It was surprising, too, the people you could dig up there, 
and this night was no exception. As I passed through the grill an 
important voice spoke up. 

"Mr. Williams, sir," it said, "the tables are crowded. I dislike 
dining alone. Be my guest, please." 

A dapper little man was on his feet, half bowing from the waist. 
I tried to keep the surprise out of my voice, but I knew, or thought I 
knew then, that Martha Logan's peril was a thing of the past. Riley 
was back in the city. 

"Sit down, sir." He waited for me to fall into the chair across 
from him. "You've missed me, I see. Well, I went up to northern 
Michigan for a bit of shooting. Or was it fishing, or was it even 
Michigan?" He smiled pleasantly as he beckoned to a waiter. "A 
little business transaction called me back. A deal that came through 
quite handsomely." He lowered his voice. "Nodoubtyou read about 
it in the papers." And, with a little bow, "Let me thank you for your 
promptness in our little deal." 

When the waiter had brought my steak and gone, Riley started 
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in again. 

"If s like this. Race." He lit up an expensive cigar. "I like to look 
after my friends. There's a man now, an upright, wealthy, and 
distinguished gentleman who could use your services. Worked hard, 
you know, and played a bit too hard. A doctor has kept his body in 
good shape, but even a psychiatrist can't help his mental condition. 
You and I can-at a handsome figure." 

I looked at him. "And I'm to buy back the letters. I don't like 
blackmails." 

His sharp eyes appraised me. "If I didn't expect to live to a ripe 
old age. I'd manage you. Race," he said. "Say twenty per cent, and 
I'd be a millionaire in a couple of years. I don't object to your 
swaggering in and out of places daring guys to take a shot at you, 
but I'd see that you got big money for each swagger-plenty of swag! 
I'll bet you didn't drag down what I got in our little deal." 

"I didn't," I told him. "And I wouldn't have wanted to drag 
down what you would have got that night if we'd been alone... 
Whaf s the trouble at the bar?" 

Riley was out of his seat at once. If there was anything he could 
cash in on, he wanted to have that nose of his in it first. While 
others were digesting what had happened, Riley would be at a 
phone to see what was in it for him. When I reached the door, I saw 
him disappearing out the side entrance. 

Small knots of men were talking. Other little knots were breaking 
up and leaving the place. Then I heard an excited guy blubbering 
what the commotion was all about. 

"I saw it, I tell you! The car came down the street right behind 
the big Caddie. They poured tons of lead into it. The Caddie hit a 
pole but didn't turn over. And of all things, a police car shot after 
that black Packard and dumped it over at the next comer. But she 
was dead. Her face shotaway almost. Conley of the News was there. 
Got pictures." 

Things were sort of swimming. I don't think I heard someone 
asking questions, but I heard the little guy answer them. 

"Sure, it was the financier's daughter, Martha Logan. There 
were cops in her car with her, going to the opera, too." 

For the first time in my life my stomach went back on me. I went 
into the men's room and was violently sick. I must have thought a 
lot of that girl. And what I thought of Nelson! A sitting duck-a trial 
ballon to see if things were all right! Harvey Rath. All a plant to get 
the girl out in the open. A dead man planted to kill a live girl! 

Those thoughts came later. At the time, only words were going 
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through my head : Martha Logan's face shot half away. Conley of 
the News had pictures. Cops in the car. Following the car. The killers 
turned over. Martha Logan. 

I had the boy bring me three whisky sours before I got one to 
stay down. I gave him a five-dollar bill and told him to keep the 
change, then smacked him such a wallop with my open hand that 
he sat down on the floor. Why did I smack him? He'd started to tell 
me the story of the shooting because he thought I'd been out of the 
cafe so long I hadn't heard. I slapped him down and went out onto 
the sidewalk. 

An extra was on the street by now. I got a copy, walked into a 
strange dump, and read it Nota thing new. It seemed everyone had 
been killed until you read the big print over again. And there was 
nothing but big print. Only one thing seemed to be certain-that was 
that Martha Logan was dead. Cops had been riding in the car with 
her, and another police car was following along behind. But you 
couldn't tell from the newspaper story whether the police car was 
there by accident or design. 

I knew that it had been planted. And Martha had hardly left 
her house before the gunfire had broken loose. Two machine guns 
had peppered the Logan's big Cadillac. 

If the News had pictures, they would be in a later edition, so I 
didn't buy it. Martha Logan s picture covered what part of the front 
page was free from black print The print read: 

FINANCIER'S DAUGHTER DIES IN CAR AS 
POLICE BATTLE THUGS 

So that was the end. I'd go out and get gloriously drunk. 

That wasn't my usual line. Too many people want my hide, 
and if I were caught staggering or caught reaching slowly for a gun, 
it would be my last drunk. 

Anyway, the stuff went down bad, so I spent my time walking 
up and down side streets. I didn't want to hear any more details. I 
simply walked. Not thinking; only walking. 

Finally I shrugged and headed for home. After all, it wasn't as 
though I'd had a client shot from under me. She was a girl I had 
seen only one night. Ten to one I'd never have seen her again, 
anyway. I'd go home, sleep it off. If I could sleep. 

I have a nice apartment Nice guys work there. It wasn't yet 
twelve o'clock. The doorman was still on the job. He was just about 
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to go off duty. He looked atme, shook his head. 

"Bad business," he said. 

I nodded and walked back to the automatic elevators and took 
myself upstairs. I shoved my key in the lock, pushed the door and 
got no results. So Jerry had heard, hadn't gone home yet, and was 
guessing how things would be. Jerry was like a dog. He knew if 
things weren't right, if they weren't going to be right. 

I gave the buzzer a couple of shorts and one long and got action. 
Not that I heard his feet. The walls and the door arc too thick for 
that. I like my joint built well. I like quiet for myself and like quiet for 
the other tenants if I intend to be noisy. 

The bolt clicked off, the door opened the length of the chain. 

"Okay, Boss," Jerry said. "Okay." 

I remembered my instructions in case I ever walked up to my 
door with a gun in my back. 

"Hunkery dorey," I told him. Sounds silly-but you don't live 
like I do. 

"I know," I told him when he letme in. "You've been reading 
the papers." 

He grinned. "I've been listening to the radio and I'm-" 

"I don't want to hear anything about it," I cut in and walked 
past him into the living room. 

He was saying something about a visitor when I turned, half 
facing him, half facing the bedroom door that was slowly opening. 

When it opened wide, I was knocked into a tailspin. if you had 
put a hand grenade into my mitt and told me it was an apple, and 
asked me to take a bite and I did, I couldn't have been more 
surprised. 

Standing in that doorway was Martha Logan, or a reasonable 
facsimile thereof. And me? I stood there with my mouth open. 

"Boy," Jerry was saying, "like a play, isn't it?" 

The girl ran over and took both my hands. She was real, all 
right, and her hands were little and soft; and all that stuff on the 
radio about smooth, soft hands that had sounded like hooey was 
suddenly true. 

"I-I thought-" I said and let it go at that. 

"I know," she said. "You thought I was dead. But didn't you 
hear? It was on the radio after-after what happened." 

"Sure," Jerry chimed in. "I tried to tell you. Boss. There was 
another girl in that car. But it isn't explained yet how she got there. 
Miss Logan, here, come in and wanted to wait for you, and I seen 
the society page you folded to-" 
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"That's enough. Jerry," I told him. "Beat it into the kitchen. 
Close the door and don't try to listen." 

Jerry went, and I turned to the girl. 

"You shouldn't have come here. Don't you know you're in 
danger?" 

"That isn't like the Race Williams I've been hearing about-from 
Norman, of course. They don't know I'm here. Race. No one can 
know. If they wanted to kill me, they think I'm dead. I slipped out. 
Even the servants watched the other girl go. I climbed out the 
window. How terrible! How terrible! I don't care what she was 
paid, I didn't want her to die for me! I came to engage you-to have 
you take me off some place." She stepped back and looked at me. 
Her smile was something. "Why, Race Williams," she said, "I believe 
you are really glad to see me!" 

I put my hands on her shoulders and shook her up a bit. Like 
she was a kid. I was glad and relieved and even my stomach felt 
better. 

"I was never more glad to see anyone in my life," I told her and 
meant it. "But still you shouldn'thave come." 

"I had to. I couldn't be cooped up there any longer. They hired 
this girl, Race-maybe a not too nice girl, for her face was hard-but 
she didn't want to die. They wanted to take her out before that man 
Rath was found, but I wouldn't let them. Then when it seemed all 

over, they did take her tonight, and she was killed. I feel to 
blame." 

"You needn't," I said. "How much did they tell you? The police, 
I mean?" 

"They tried to tell me very little, but I guessed the truth. I had to 
look at pictures-nothing but pictures. They wanted to know if I kept 
a diary, but I didn't have one. I had a date book, and they went back 
over everything." And when I would have questioned her, she said 
quickly. "Don't, Race-don't. I've drought and thought and thought. 
I've never seen a murder committed, never been near any place 
where a murder was committed. It's all a horrible mistake!" 


9 

THE REGULAR ROUTINE 

Just as if I believed Martha Logan, I nodded, butl knew it wasn't 
any mistake. I went down the hall and put the chain on the door. I 
tried all the windows, but Jerry had locked them. 
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"You can't stay here," I said to the girl, "and on the level. I'm 
afraid to take you out alone." 

"But I won't go back. I can't stand it! If I get up in the night, 
there's a rap on the door and a policeman wants to know, 'Are you 
all right, miss?"’ 

"Look." I was thinking it over. "I don't like running away. You 
are too well-known. The safest place for you is he :ne with the cops." 

"Race-" she came close to me- "my place is in the hospital, but 
if that may endanger the patients, I won't go. I saw the truth of that 
when that understanding Sergeant O'Rourke spoke to me." 

The phone rang. I picked it up. I didn't recognize the voice at 
first, then I knew it was Bill Cruthers. 

"You wanted information. Race," he said, and his voice was 
hard, determined. "I'll give it to you tonight. I want to come around 
and see you now." 

"How much do you know?" I asked. 

"Enough to give you a chance to bum this fiend down. And 
you are the one to do it Can I get into your apartment without being 
seen by anyone-anyone, understand? I'm a block away." 

I hesitated, then gave him the dope. "The rear door. Jerry, my 
boy, will have it open." When he objected strenuously, I told him, 
"Its pitch dark. Jerry will stand there with his back to you, and you 
can slip into the elevator." 

I told him how to reach that door. 

Then he began to holler about Jerry. Being seen might mean his 
life. Girls had been tortured and had talked, and so would Jerry. I 
saw his point of view and explained how Jerry simply stood 
downstairs by the automatic elevator that the superintendent had 
dropped into the basement for my private use. Jerry stood by the 
door so clients wouldn't make a mistake-his back to my visitors. 

"No worry. Bill," I told him. "I've worked it a long time. A 
hundred guys have come in that way. Big shots in the rackets. Little 
punks. Millionaire playboys. A couple of society women even, to 
say nothing of a well-known broker. They didn't want to be seen by 
anyone but me, either. They never were." 

After a pause he said, "Your word. Race, that this Jerry won't 
see my face or body?" 

"My word," I told him, and that word meant something in the 
underworld. "Justrun the car up to toe seventh floor. I'll be watching 
for you." 

"Ten minutes," he said. "Exactly." 

I was puzzled. Why would Bill Cruthers risk his life to give me 
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a break? 

"This may be the big moment," I told Martha Logan. "A lad is 
coming up to empty his chest." And then, offhand, "This girl who 
took your place in the car-what did she look like?" 

"Oh, about my build and size. And my carriage and features, 
that inspector said. Feather Falon they called her. . . What's the 
matter, Race?" 

"Nothing," I said after I rocked back on my toes again. 

I knew now why Nelson had been in the Bright Spot the other 
night. This case was a series of jolts. I knew now why Bill Cruthers 
was coming over to spill it all. Feather Falon! The girl he was going 
to marry. The girl he was going to star. The girl he was going to 
build up and- 

Had Bill Cruthers known the truth of these murders for some 
time? He must have had something to go on. But he wouldn't have 
talked before. After all, he was of the night. Those of the night who 
talked, died. Now, Cruthers would even chance that. He must have 
thought a lot of the Falon girl. 

I dragged Jerry out of die kitchen and gave him his instructions. 
"Usual thing," he said. "No peeking even a little bit?" "Not even a 
little bit, Jerry." I was deadly serious. Bill Cruthers was a swell guy, 
but anyone knew he wasn't a lad to fool with. "We play this always 
on the level." 

After Jerry had gone, I said, "Listen, Martha. I want you to go in 
that bedroom. I'll lock the door, and you stay there until I tell you to 
come out. A visitor-maybe a break on the case." 

She went without a word. There was no fire escape on that 
window. I was seven floors up, so she was in no danger from 
intruders. Then I went to the front door, held it open slightly, and 
dropped my gun into my right hand. 

Bill came quickly, his coat collar turned up, his fedora pulled 
well down over his face. He was breathing heavily when I let him 
in, closed the door, put on the chain. 

I was seeing a new Bill Cruthers-nothing calm and suave about 
him now. 

"You know why I came," he said and preceded me into the 
living room. 

"Yes," I said. "Feather. Feather Falon. You didn't know she 
took the job?" 

"I never suspected. That devil Nelson!" 

He flopped into a chair, got up almost at once, walked to the 
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kitchen, the bathroom, down the hall, tried the closet door, looked 
inside. All slowly and deliberately. Then he went to the bedroom 
door, tried the knob, turned and looked at me. 

"Your word of honor. Race, that there is no one in the 
apartment." 

I hesitated. He swung on me almost viciously. 

"Okay, Bill," I told him. "I have the key. It's a-well a woman." 

"I see." He seemed relieved. "All right. Race. I'm not going to 
waste time. Pick up that telephone book. I'm giving you the name, 
the telephone number-and the truth." 

I started to turn to the phone book, my back half to Cruthers. 

Something was wrong. Something was missing from the picture. 
I swung back, and my gun was in my hand. It didn't seem to make 
sense. But my hand was steady, and my eyes were straight, and my 
finger was on the trigger. 

I couldn't have shot him to death like that. So he had time to 
aim and fire and put me out smack through the head if he had 
waited a second longer. 

He must have seen my right hand jerk up under my left armpit 
as I swung, and he was afraid to wait. He fired as he stood, and it 
took me high in the chest, spun me around a fraction of a second 
faster than I would have made it. 

No, I didn't have the same chance Bill Cruthers had. The cards 
were dealt, and he held all the aces. I saw his body as I staggered 
back and I pumped lead into it. He had lifted his gun for my head. 
But my head wasn't there. It wasn't there because his shot in my 
chest had knocked me down and taken my head out of the picture. 
His bullet cracked against the wall, and I heard the picture crash 
and I remembered in a dull sort of way that it had cost me seven 
dollars and fifty cents-and wasn't worth it. 

I didn't understand it all when the shooting ended. I simply 
knew that I was on my feet again and that Cruthers wasn't. He was 
on his knees and holding his stomach and was bent over like the 
dying gladiator, only not looking so noble about it. 

My vision wasn't too good but it was clearing now, and I heard 
a woman screaming. Not a hysterical girl pounding on the door. A 
woman had her head out of a window some place and was shouting 
into the night. 

Cruthers wasn't taking it too well. But who would, full of lead? 
I leaned down and took his gun from his hand. He rolled slightly 
and turned his agonized face up at me. Then he went all the way 
over and stretched himself out on the floor. Itwas almost too theatrical 
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to be real-but it was real, terribly real. He was unconscious now, 
and his face wasn't agonized. It looked sort of drawn, but his eyes 
were closed, and he was white. 

No sound from the bedroom. I leaned down and gave Cruthers 
a quick search. No other gun. But there was a knife, it might have 
been the knife that- 

I jerked erect, felt the sharp pain up by my shoulder. I got my 
hand in my pocket and went to the bedroom door. My stomach was 
bad again. But not from the shot. Things were too quiet behind the 
door. I hoped she hadn't fainted, but she didn't seem the fainting 
kind. Could she have jumped from the window? But she wouldn't 
be the jumping kind either. 

I swung open the door, and she stood by the open window, 
holding her throat. 

"It'syou-you-" she said. "Then I shouldn't have screamed, but 
I thought that-" 

"Stay here," I told her. "I've got to use the phone." 

Then I was buzzing around, trying to locate O'Rourke and did 
get his friend. Detective Kahn. I got my message through, too. 

By that time people were pounding at the door. I started toward 
it. Martha stopped me. Her voice was son of uncertain, thenitwasn't. 
She was looking straight down at Bill Cruthers. He opened his 
eyes. 

"I know that man," she said. "I saw him. Why, we flashed the 
searchlight from the boat right on his face. He was kneeling on the 
dock, or just getting up from it, of something. I remember asking him 
what he was doing on the dock. It was Dorothy Briggs's boat." 

"I was right," Cruthers groaned. "I knew one of them would 
remember, and it would be the last one." Then he passed out again. 

When I swung open the apartment door, a tenant who had 
wanted in jumped back ten feet, and several others crowded behind 
him made for the stairs. Funny how people will demand entrance 
and then wish they hadn't. 

The cops came, all right-lots of them. I came around and hollered 
about jerry. They wouldn't let me out, but they found him in the 
elevator and brought him in. 

"Whata skull the kid must have," the doctor said in admiration. 
"The wallop he took with a gun, I think, should have cracked it like 
an egg shell. But he'll be all right." 

Jerry opened his eyes and winked once at me. 

"The regular routine," he said. "You killed the guy, I hope." 
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"He killed him, all right," said the doctor. "Sort of on the 
installment plan, but he won't last another twelve hours." 

10 

END OF A LOVE LIFE 

Lead I had taken had gone in high up in my chest arid far over 
to the left side and didn't give me much trouble. I was at the hospital 
when Bill Cruthers made his ante-mortem statement. He was willing 
to talk, insisted only that I should be there. 

Cruthers said it started in Pittsburgh when he was little more 
than a kid. A few drinks, kidding around at a dance hall with a girl 
because some tough guy didn't like it, a street fight later, his grabbing 
the gun from the thug's hand. Cruthers killed him. 

"I'd have got a few years at the most," he said, "but I was young 
and I was scared, and Harvey Rath took care of me. That was when 
he first put the hooks into me. 

"And here's something no one knew. Harvey Rath had a 
daughter who lived in Pittsburgh. He kept her out of the picture 
entirely. She was a devil, all right. Don't ask me how I knew about 
her-I married her. And I had to visit her once a month, too. 

"Why? Well, Rath said to me some ten years back when I was 
beginning to make the nightclubs pay-hisclubs, 'I've treated you 
like a son. Bill, and now I'm going to make you really my son. I'm 
going to give you my daughter.' He put those ratlike eyes on me 
then. 'I could turn you in for murder, but you're smart-my child 
loves you. Shall we say the wedding will take place on Saturday?' 

"There wasn't a decent thing about that she-devil, except that 
she thought I was heaven's gift to this earth. She was the only thing 
in the world Rath cared about, the only person he really trusted. 
There was money in those night spots, and none but his daughter 
and I knew he had a hand in it. I ran everything, and he took the 
money. No matter how much he made he lived in the same dirty 
little room alone back of the pawnshop, and some place there was 
that yellow folder in which he kept everything about me, everything 
about others. Most people thought it was a book, but it was a folder. 
He had fenced more stuff than any man in the city. Then when the 
night club business wasn't too good he began to shake down the 
boys themselves. When he fenced things, he knew if murder went 
with it." 

Cruthers did a bit of coughing but refused a drink of water. He 
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seemed anxious to spill it all. 

"So Rath started to run roughshod over the boys. Then he went 
too far. He got the Malone brothers to knock over a rival fence in the 
Bronx with the promise of big money, but paid them nothing-simply 
threatened them with what he knew about them. He had affidavits 
and all. Both the Malone boys were hard, but it worked once. Rath 
tried it a second time, and there are still a couple of bullet holes in 
his bed to show how much they disliked it. 

"He sent the information about them to the police, even planned 
to have them at a certain spot so the cops could pick them up-all 
anonymous. But the Malones sensed the trap, got from under, and 
disappeared. After that Rath was nearly killed twice. He had no 
threats to hold over their heads now. They were fugitives from the 
electric chair, and Rath believed-and he was right-that their one 
mission in life was to get him. That's why he disappeared-hiding 
until they were caught by the police or he could have them traced. I 
was to help him." With a grimace that was meant for a smile, he 
added, "I didn't." 

"Thatwas over two years ago. Rath hid out in Pittsburgh. Then 
he didn't like the way I treated his daughter. Treat her? It was a 
wonder I didn't crush her skull long ago. Then I met Feather. After 
that there was one girl only for me-Feather Falon." 

"Then you didn't plant her on the cops-on Nelson?" I came in 
quick with that one. 

"No!" he almost shouted the words. "They killed her! On my 
orders and with the money I paid them and with the threat I 
pretended came from Harvey Rath. I arranged it all on the phone, 
but I thought it was the Logan girl." 

Cruthers seemed to have difficulty in breathing. The doctor 
shook his head at Nelson. 

"We're not interested in your love life, Cruthers," Nelson said 
brutally. "Why did you kill those three girls?" 

"My wife stole that hidden yellow folder from her father and 
gave it to me," Cruthers went on slowly. "It helped me to get men to 
bring those girls to me-they thought they were doing it for Harvey 
Rath. They never saw me. Those girls had seen me up in Maine on 
a dock at Moosehead Lake. They were coming from some hospital 
dance, but I thought they had all reached the dock and gone when 
a big boatdissembarked dozens of them twenty-five minutes earlier. 
Four girls came in the speed boat later. I couldn't see their faces, but 
they could see me. Their spotlight lit right on my face." 
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"What were you doing?" O'Rourke asked. 

"Sinking my wife. I drove her up to Maine, strangled her in the 
car and sank her by the dock. No one knew Rath had a daughter. 
No one knew I had a wife. I don't know how Williams finally 
suspected. I was pretty clever." 

"Very smart," I cutin. "Butwhatmade you kill the girls? What 
made you think they'd know you again, and would suspect you of 
anything?" 

Cruthers gave an odd little gurgling laugh that brought the 
doctor half erect. Cruthers said: 

"I haven't any conscience and I never believed in this 
subconscious mind business. But it exists. One killing-a gun battle 
years back, a short stretch would have been all I got-and it all came 
from that. Sissy Pierson was the first. O’Hara introduced me to her 
one night, and she tried to remember where she had met me. I knew 
where and knew she would, too, later. I got a couple of guys to 
knock over O'Hara in case she had told him anything. 

"I went to see Sissy. She swore up and down she knew only one 
of the girls on the dock that night-and as soon as I mentioned the 
dock, she knew where she had seen me. I taped her mouth to stop 
her screaming and put her through the works for more information. 
I had to kill her. 

^ "The second girl-not too difficult I got a couple of boys to snatch 

her and bring her to the loft They never saw me. And she remembered 
the name of only one other in the boat! I got that other later with a 
simple telephone call. The last name came up. Logan's daughter. 

"You know the rest. Somehow Logan was tipped off, and 
Williams killed the guy who had the girl in Grand Central Station. 
I was almost free-and the police all around the house, and time 
running short." 

"What do you mean short?" I asked. 

"The ice would be breaking up in Moosehead Lake. They'd 
find the body. It would be spread all over the papers. The police 
were questioning society girls, and the Logan girl might see me and 
remember. She wouldn't if there was no body. That's that 
subconscious mind you read about." 

"But why would they find the body?" I asked. "You weighted it 
down, must have picked a deep spot." 

"Deep-yes, good and deep, and plenty of weight. Butdon'tyou 
read the papers about Maine? The place belonged to the father of 
tire Ames girl. He sold it for a quarry, no less, wanted deep water. 
They were going to dredge when the ice broke up. They'd find the 
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body." 

" How did you know that Martha Logan was at my place?" Me 
again. 

"I saw her leave her house. I thought she was a maid. She 
slipped out a window. I could have killed her then-easy. But I 
thought she was dead in the car. When I learned different, I guessed 
where she would go, but I made sure she was at your apartment by 
asking for your word that no one was there. I wouldn't have tried to 
kill you if you hadn't admitted a woman was there. 

"I had intended to toss Rath's body into the picture after tire 
Logan girl was dead so all the blame could rest on him. But with 
half the cops in the city guarding Martha Logan I had to act. I hoped 
to convince them that the show was over by dumping Rath into the 
street. But the cops were still timid and hired Feather Falon to ride 
in the death car. Feather-well, she gave me my chance to see you, 
Williams. Itwould seem natural that I'd talk." 

Bill Cruthers stopped then, and his pain was apparent, his face 
contorted. It was to me he spoke now, or rather, gasped. 

"I planned it all, Race-carefully. I don't know how I could have 
slipped up. I didn't even take achance that Jerry didn't take a look 
at visitors. I cracked him because I wanted to be sure he didn't get a 
look at me. How could you have suspected-and turned shooting 
like that? How-did you know it was-me?" 

Nelson looked at me then. O'Rourke too. I heard Logan 
breathing heavily from where he stood against the closed door. I 
almost blurted it out. But I didn't. 

The doctor looked up at me, shrugged white-coated shoulders 
which said quite plainly, "It won't be long now." 

Cruthers half lifted a hand. There was a plea in the gesture, in 
his eyes, in his voice. 

"I've known you a long time. Race. We-you always liked me. 
I'm going out. I want to know. I got to know. It will help me go 

easier." 

"Hurry, sir," the doctor said, and when I didn't speak: "He 
'.vent through torment last night. Five shots in his stomach. If you 
can ease things, do it in the name of humanity." 

I guess I laughed, but I didn't feel like laughing. I was thinking 
of the girls who had died, and how they had died-not the attempt to 
kill me. I was thinking, too, of the load of lead he had had dumped 
into the machine and which was meant for Martha Logan. 

"Ease things?" I shot the words at them. "Let the dirty rat go 
out with the lead in his insides." and when Cruthers made an 
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agonized twist, I growled, "So you don't like it now. All right-take 
this with you. You were a fool. I knew it. It all fitted. It couldn't be 
anyone, but you. You rotten-" 

He cried out once, and died. Logan took off his hat. O'Rourke 
hesitated, put up his hand, dropped it, raised it again and lifting 
his hat off, held it at his side. Nelson and I stood looking down. 
Nelson maybe because he didn't know any better. Me-well, I had 
had a lot of respect for Cruthers living, because I hadn't known any 
better. But I knew better now, and I didn't have any respect for him 
dead. My hat stayed on. 

The doctor tossed a sheet over Cruthers' head. We turned and 
left the room. Nelson wanted to know all I knew. Logan wanted to 
pay. He did, and plenty. I took the check and I told Nelson that if he 
was half a cop, he would have known the answers long ago. With 
a wink at O'Rourke I invited him up to my place for a drink. 

"It was mighty clever work. Race," said O'Rourke over his 
whisky-the third, by the way. "The newspapers will get the whole 
story. I understand Miss Logan is making a hero out of you, so any 
hush-hush is off the books. Listen, Race, I always knew you had a 
head, but I never thought you'd bother to use it. Cruthers made a 
mistake some place, and you caught on. We boys either didn't 
recognize it or didn't have your chance to sec it." 

"Yes," I said, "he made a mistake. And my solution and how 
and when I solved the crime is strictly off the record-and for your 
ears alone." 

"Not for the papers?" 

"Not unless I can think up a better story than the truth. I'm still 
a man of action, O'Rourke." 

"Yes, I know." O'Rourke nodded. "You turned your back and 
gave him a chance to use his gun, and he damn near killed you. 
What was his first mistake?" 

"He made only one," I told O'Rourke. "Otherwise he could 
have walked in here, shot me through the back of the head and 
killed me, then shot the girl dead, walked upstairs, straddled a few 
low walls from roof to roof, and have been as free as the air," 

"Yes, I know that. Come on." 

"Well," I said, "it was Jerry. You heard Cruthers say that he 
didn't quite swallow that stuff about Jerry not seeing visitors. He 
should have believed it because iTs true. Jerry does leave the rear 
door open and lean against the elevator my secret visitors are to 
enter. It's hard enough to get people to trust me without asking 
them to trust him. Cruthers thought Jerry might watch, give me 
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some signal. So he flattened him. and that, O'Rourke, was my signal." 

"How?" O'Rourke stiffened. 

I laughed a little at his puzzlement. "We have a routine," I said. 
"When the client is in the elevator, Jerry goes out and sees that our 
meal ticket wasn't shadowed. If things are right, he gives me a 
buzz. It's a protection I furnish my clients. If Jerry doesn't telephone 
me, I know that things are all wrong. Well, he didn't buzz. Cruthers 
had made his one mistake." 

"Yet you turned your back and went for the phone book." 

"Sure." I grinned. "I never suspected Cruthers. Itnever entered 
my head until he put it there. He said for me to take a look at the 
telephone book. That was to get my back to him. I wasn't suspicious. 
I was facing him with my hands at my sides. He had every chance 
to draw and kill me. But he was too careful, had planned things too 
well. Also, he was a bit afraid of that shooting hand of mine. I 
turned to the book, saw the phone, missed Jerry's ring-and it was 
that subconscious stuff that Cruthers was talking about. If Cruthers 
had waited a breath of time, he could have shot me through the 
head. I wasn't shooting as I swung, but he thought the swing meant 
death to him." I poured O'Rourke another drink and said, "And it 
did." 

O'Rourke downed the drink. 

"Sometimes," I told him, "one hunk of lead is worth all the 
thought in the world. You never saw a fighter think himself out of 
one of Joe Louis's fights. Cruthers had a sight better head than I 
have, but I'll be using what I got a lot longer." 

"I'll be hanged," said O'Rourke. 

Then the phone rang. 

"I'll be hanged," said O'Rourke again, when I put the phone 
down and told him I'd have to give him the air, for I was having 
lunch with society-Martha Logan herself. 

"I'm paying for the lunch, too," I told O'Rourke, "but she says 
she's needed so badly at the hospital she can only give me forty-five 
minutes. Blamed if I don't like that girl!" 



WILLIAM CAMPBELL GAULT 

(b.1910) 


Stolen Star 

(Joe Puma) 


I got into the mess late and not by choice. The local papers were 
giving it more ink than the Japanese surrender and I can imagine it 
was front page news from coast to coast. 

Laura Spain had been kidnapped. Laura wasn't the youngest 
star in the business but she still had her figure and enough looks to 
pull all the men over thirty into any theatre showing one of her 
pictures. 

The thing had a bad odor right from the first ransom note. The 
local police are skeptical about publicity shenanigans; a jewel 
robbery out here is almost certain to be no more than that. But 
kidnapping? 

It didn't seem logical that a sane citizen would go to that extreme 
for free ink, but then a sane citizen wouldn't fill a swimming pool 
with champagne for a party, either. And Laura had done that a few 
years back. 

So the F.B.I, wasn't called in, but on the other hand, the local 
gendarmes didn't treat it as a gag, either. And woe to Laura, the 
D. A. was quoted as saying, if she had dreamed it up. She would be 
prosecuted to the limit. 

The thing that made it seem fishy was the modest ransom the 
kidnappers were asking-twenty-five thousand-and the fact that 
Laura had been snatched right at her house and had evidently 
taken a rather complete wardrobe along for the trip. There were 
three dogs in that house, Dobermans, and two servants, one of them 
an ex-pug. 

Well, it made good bar talk and there were as many opinions as 
there were people to voice them and nobody was shy about voicing 
them. It became a farce, almost, and kidnapping is nothing that 
should ever seem humorous. There are too many crack-pots who 
get ideas from the kind of spread this thing was getting. 





BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


263 


Forty-eight hours after the first news break on the story, Hal 
Slotkin came to see me. Hal is a divorce and criminal lawyer, about 
as rich a barrister as this town knows and we had never done 
business before. And he didn't send for me; he came. He must have 
been worried. 

"Mr. Puma," he said, "I have known of you for some time, by 
reputation." 

"And I you, sir," I said. "Won't you sit down?" 

He took a good look around my inexpensive office before sitting 
down, as though he'd been searching all the places that might hold 
a tape recorder. 

He sat down and sighed. "Your ethics. I've been told, are 
unassailable and your courage immense." He was a short, fat man, 
and his language seemed a little pompous. But I was impressed, 
nevertheless. In a jungle, he had become king of his tribe. 

"My ethics have been stretched from time to time," I told him, 
"and my courage ebbs with the years." Gawd, now he had me 
doing it. 

He rubbed his fat neck with a pudgy hand and stared wearily 
at the bamboo shades behind me. Match-stick bamboo, Sears- 
Roebuck, five bucks a panel. He said, "IFs been a hectic two days, 
hasn't it?" 

" Not for me, sir," I said, "but as Miss Spain's attorney, I imagine 
you've had a busy time of it." 

He nodded. "If I had it to do over. I'd have gone in for 
corporation law." He sighed. "Or probate work. I might have made 
a few dollars less, but I wouldn't be pampering my ulcers." 

I didn't comment. I can never find the proper comment for the 
wailings of the wealthy. I tried to put some sympathy into my smile. 

2 

He said suddenly, "How would you like to earn a thousand 
dollars for two hours work?" 

"It would depend upon the work, Mr. Slotkin," I answered. 

"Can you guess?" he asked. 

"Delivering the ransom money? I thought you'd lost contact 
with Miss Spain's abductors." 

"We had. Uhtil half an hour ago." 

"Have you informed the police?" 

He shook his head. "I was expressly warned not to." 
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I said, "Mr. Slotkin, acting as an intermediary in a kidnapping 
case would not only lose me my license, it could put me in jail." 

"Not if you're employed by Hal Slotkin," he said, "not in this 
town. I could include the Chief in our confidence, if you want me 
to." 

"That puts a different light on it," I said, "but not the whole 
light. How do I know I don't get bumped? If Miss Spain is dead, the 
boys who killed her aren't going to hesitate about wiping out one 
poor private investigator. I might be able to finger them later, they'll 
realize." 

"All right," he said, "I'll make it two thousand dollars." He 
shrugged. "It's notmy money." 

I chuckled. "You figure I wouldn't commit suicide for one 
thousand, but I might for two?" 

"Somebody has to deliver the money," he said matter of factly. 
"If you don't want the job. I'll go elsewhere. If I'm forced to, by your 
refusal. I'm sure you'll keep this a secret until Miss Spain is safely 
home again." 

"Of course," I said. "Give me a moment to think." 

He nodded, and leaned his head back in the chair and closed 
his eyes. His face was pale and his neck flabby. He didn't look at all 
like the courtroom tiger of his legend. 

I drought about the brake job I needed and the new tires, about 
the five hundred I owed the bank and the new suit I should have. 

"Well?" Slotkin asked. 

"Okay," I said. "What 7 s the deal?" 

"It's in the desert," he said, "near Canyon Springs. Flat country 
and they can see if they're being crossed, I suppose. By the way, 
don't get cute with this, will you? Just deliver the money and pick 
up Miss Spain." 

"Of course," I said. "Why would I get cute with it?" 

"I don't know. Maybe to grab a headline. That seems to be a 
disease in this town." He handed me a slip of paper. "Here's the 
address. He paused. "Don't deliver the money until you see Miss 
Spain, alive." 

"And if she's not in sight, I still get paid." 

"You get paid right now," he said, and took out a checkbook. 

He must have been sure they were going to deliver the girl or he 
never would have paid in advance. Which smelled a little, but it 
also led me to think I wasn't likely to run into any violence. And yet, 
I couldn't believe if the whole thing was a hoax that a man of Hal 
Slotkin's eminence would be a party to it. He had a reputation as a 
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tricky operator but all his tricks were well within the law. 

Any reservations still in my mind were quieted by the slip of 
paper he handed me next. Pay to Joseph Puma, two thousand and no/ 
hundredths. 

He told me I was to pick up the ransom money at his office in an 
hour. It would be a fairly bulky package as they were all small, old 
bills. 

The bank was still open; I went over immediately and deposited 
the check. And then I phoned Tommy Verch. Slotkin hadn't 
stipulated I was to go alone, and Tommy could use the business. 
His office is in Venice and he doesn't get the carriage trade I do. 

I said, "How much would you charge me to ride along on a 
little job tonight?" 

"What kind of job?" 

"I hate to say over the phone, but it includes delivering some 
money." 

A pause, and then, "A headline story, Joe?" 

"That's right." 

Another pause, and he said, "You know my rate." 

"Yes, but I'm getting two thousand dollars for the job." 

"I'll up my rate then. Two hundred all right?" 

"That's more than fair." 

"You want me armed, Joe." 

"Absolutely," I said. 

" I'm on the way over," he said. 

When he got there, I said, "Maybe you'd better eat, first. I'm 
going over to pick up the money. When I get back. I'll park in the 
small lot behind the building here. You climb into the back while I 
go over to eat. That way, if I'm being watched, nobody will see you 
get into the back of my car. Once out in the desert, you can sit up 
again. Clear?" 

He nodded. "You looking forward to trouble, Joe?" 

I shrugged. 

He said, "I'll go and eat." He went out a stocky man of medium 
height with a flat and broken nose looking out of place in his thin 
face. 


3 

Slotkin wasn't at his office when I got there; I was handed a 
package by one of his young associates. I'd brought a small grip 
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and I carried the money with me when I went to eat. 

The afternoon Mirror-News informed me that there were no new 
developments in the Laura Spain kidnapping. The earlier police 
skepticism, according to this piece, had disappeared and anxiety 
about Miss Spain's safety was growing. If nothing new developed 
by tomorrow morning, the F.B.I, would be called in. 

One of Laura's former husbands was quoted as saying he still 
thought it was a gag. But that could be just the bitter words of a poor 
loser. 

When I got back to the car, I could see that the blanket had been 
pulled down from the back seat. I got in, started the engine, and 
asked, "All safe. Tommy?" 

"Roll her," he said. "It's the first job I've had in a month." 

I rolled her, heading for the Hollywood Freeway which would 
take me to Highway 99, which would take me to the desert and 
Canyon Springs. The place I was supposed to make rendezvous 
was on this end of town. The road leading to it would be visible for 
miles, and I was supposed to arrive before dusk, just before dusk. 

Delivery would be made as close to dark as possible, so they 
could use its cover to get away. But light was necessary for them to 
be able to watch all the roads. It would require good timing, and I 
hoped my tires would hold up. A flat would throw the timetable off. 

Once off the freeway, I watched to see if any cars persisted in 
following, slowing and speeding in turn. When I was sure we were 
unwatched, I told Tommy, "You can sit up now, boy, for a while." 

He grunted and came up off the floor, relaxing in the back seat. 
He said, "Where's the pick-up?" 

"Right outside of Canyon Springs." 

"Good pick for a desert spot," he commented. "They can go 
four directions from there. How do you figure it, Joe, a gag?" 

I shrugged. 

He leaned back. "Well, as long as I'm getting only ten per cent 
of the money, I hope I only get ten per cent of the lead they throw." 

"It was your price. Tommy," I reminded him. 

"I know, I know-and very welcome. So starving to death is no 
easier than being shot. Onward, moneybags." 

I looked into the rear-view mirror to see if his comment had 
meaning, but he looked content and peaceful, his eyes closed. Well, 
if things went right, I could slip him an extra fifty. 

I was doing a steady sixty-five, but traffic went blasting past 
me. The safest driving in the world should be in the desert, with its 
unlimited vision, but it had a horrible safety record. 
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I hit Beaumont at about the proper time and turned south a few 
miles beyond, down a less traveled road. Nobody followed. To the 
west and north, the mountains were beginning to show shadows, 
beginning to take the glare out of the sun. 

In the back seat. Tommy stirred, took his .38 from its shoulder 
holster and spun the cylinder. He replaced it and said, "Maybe I'd 
better get out of sight again, this road is kind of deserted." 

I nodded agreement. 

He said, "If you want, you can give me a signal when you see 
the girl. I guess I could show after that, couldn't I?" 

"Why antagonize them?" I asked. "If I need you to come up 
gunning. I'll holler." 

A silence, and then he said, "You nervous, Joe?" I nodded. 

"Me, too," he said, and went down below the blanket on the 
floor. 

We were coming to a crossroad now, a two lane asphalt strip 
that led cast to Canyon Springs. A State Patrol car was parked here 
and I was glad Slotkin had paid me in advance. Because it could 
easily be a stake-out or a road block. And if it was, the kidnappers 
would certainly be alerted. 

The car was off the road, over on the sand, and both troopers 
were sitting in the front scat. I slowed, waiting for a signal from 
them, but none came. I turned cast on the crossroad, keeping a 
careful eye on them in the mirror. 

Their car didn't move. I said to Tommy, "Just passed a parked 
State Patrol car. It might be a coincidence." 

"I get my dough cither way, remember," he said. 

I didn't answer him. Ahead, the first buildings of Canyon 
Springs were coming into view. Far behind, the police car was still 
immobile. The purple dusk of the desert was shrouding the 
harshness of the landscape and one early star was visible in the 
east. We went over a culvert spanning a dry arroyo and ahead I 
could sec a solitary cactus with a sign pointing toward some 
buildings to the right. Air-conditioned cabins, the sign read. 

4 

There was a man standing next to the sign and he wore the red 
jockey cap I was to look for. I slowed, stopped and opened the door 
on the right side. 

"I've brought the money," I called. 
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He was a thin man, fairly tall, with a long, narrow face and 
grayish stubble in the black of his week-old beard. He came over 
and climbed into the seat beside me. 

"Up past the cabins," he said. 

"There's a State Patrol car back at the turn-off," I told him. 
"What gives? I don't want to get into trouble." 

"It's okay," he said. "Past those cabins, to the end of this road." 

The cabins looked deserted as we went by, old-fashioned adobe 
buildings that probably couldn't compete today. Up the road, now, 
I could see a solitary, larger cabin, with two cars parked around in 
back of it. I couldn't read die license plates from here and by the 
time I got to the cabin, the cars would be out of sight behind it. Well, 
I wasn't being paid to learn anything. 

I said, "I see Miss Spain before you see a nickel. I see her alive." 

"Hell, yes." He chuckled. "But what if I told you to go to hell. 
What could you do?" 

"I couldn't tell you right now. I'd have to decide about that 
when the situation came up." 

"You armed, shamus?" 

"Always," I told him. "Even on a publicity romp like this, I 
figured a gun wouldn't hurt." 

"I'll take the gun," he said. 

"No, you won't. The money's right there, all is small and dirty 
bills, like you wanted it. When Miss Spain comes with me, that goes 
with you, and everybody wins." 

"The broad isn't here," he said. "Do you think we're crazy? 
When you hand over the money, we send out the signal and she'll 
be released. How crazy do you think we are, sitting here in the 
middle of nowhere with a broad that hot?" 

"All right, then. I'll wait until I get word from her attorney that 
she's safe. Then you get your money. Okay?" 

"Hand over your gun," he said, "and stop yacking, or I'll put a 
hole in you. Get to it, man." - 

"Okay, Tommy," I said clearly, "Now would be the time." 

The man next to me whirled around-just in time for Tommy to 
press the barrel of his .38 in the middle of the man's forehead. Tommy 
said lightly, "Don't even blink, skinny. Don't even breathe heavy. 
I'm nervous." 

The man stared and some obscene muttering came from his 
thin throat. I had my gun out, now, and I relieved him of the one in 
his hand. It was an army .45. 

I asked, "Is Miss Spain here, or isn't she?" 
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"No," he said hoarsely. "Look, maybe I talked too rough. She's 
going to be all right, believe me. And there are plenty of guns in that 
house; so don't think you can get away with anything." 

"I came to deliver the money," I said. "I came in good faith. 
Now listen carefully-I'm going to let you go up to the house. One of 
your men can come with me to Canyon Springs, one unarmed man. 
I'll phone Slotkin from there. The second he hears Miss Spain is 
released. I'll hand this man this satchel containing twenty-five 
grand. I'll even give him your gun back. My job was to deliver the 
money, not you hoodlums, and I'll go through with it. Is that clear?" 

His eyes went from me to Tommy and back. "There's Tommy 
guns in that house; there's sawed-offs." 

"And there's you," I pointed out, "sitting here courting a hole 
in your head. It's a hell of a situation, isn't it? Just because there's 
no honor among thieves." 

Silence all around for a few moments. 

Then I said, "I'm going to turn around so we're headed the way 
we came. I'm going to let you go-unarmed-up to the house and 
deliver my message. If you're not back in three minutes, with your 
hands well away from your body and empty. I'm going to go into 
town and get a lot of law out here." I nodded toward the door on his 
side. "Get outand go to the house, now." 

He got out and went trotting toward the house as I turned around 
and pulled a couple hundred feet down the road from the place. 
Tommy stayed in the back, watching everything through the rear 
window. 

Without turning around, he said, "Gutty, aren't you? Do you 
believe him about the fire-power they're holding?" 

"No. The rube sees too many movies. Old ones, on TV. Tommy 
guns, cripes!" 

"Maybe, maybe," Tommy said doubtfully. "I still don'tlike it, 

Joe." 

"It's rougher than I figured," I admitted. "I think I'll give you an 
extra fifty. Tommy." 

"That's white of you," he said. "I wish that bastard would 
come out again." 

"Maybe they'll send somebody else." 

"Hell, no. We've already seen him; the fewer we can identify 
later, the better for them." 

Tommy was right; in another minute, the same thin and grizzled 
gent came down the road toward the car, his hands well out from 
his body. I could see no sign of life from the cabin behind him. 
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He got in as I opened the door. He said, "I'll go with you. If you 
try to cross us, those guys will kill you, sure as you're alive this 
second. They've got your license number and they can find out who 
you are." 

"I'll save them the trouble," I said. "My name's Joe Puma and 
my office is in Beverly Hills. If everything is okay, the money in that 
satchel is yours. You can take it out and check it right now." 

"Don't worry," he said. "It's there. Or Slotkin will get what I 
promised you." 

"It's my satchel," I said. "When I get the word, you'll get the 
money, but not the satchel." 

He shook his head. "A cheap private eye, worrying about his 
crummy suitcase. What are you getting for the job, Sherlock, twenty 
bucks?" 

"Fifteen and the gas," I said, "and twenty cents for every shell 
I have to use." 

Tommy said, "Keep a civil tongue in your head, skinny. I don't 
like lippy hoodlums." 

"Go easy on him. Tommy," I said. "The old gent's scared. He's 
lost his moxie and he's scared." 


5 

Next to me, the thin man smiled and I thought there was some 
anticipation in it. 

I was back on the two lane asphalt road that led into Canyon 
Springs and to our right was a modem motel and restaurant with a 
mammoth parking lot. 

I said, "You stay in the car with skinny. Tommy. I'll take the 
money inside until I get in touch with Slotkin." 

"Right," he said. "Park out of view of the highway, though." 

I pulled around behind the ell the motel office made and took 
the ignition keys. It was almost dark now, and all the motel lights 
were on. I didn't want to bring Skinny into that bright office; just 
seeing him would make any desk clerk in the country phone for the 
police. 

I had the unlisted number Slotkin had given me and I phoned 
him collect. He must have been sitting on the phone; he answered 
immediately. 

"Puma/' I said. "What's the word?" 

"Give them the money," he said. "She phoned me two minutes 
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ago from a drugstore in Hollywood." 

I told him okay and hung up. I went out to the car wondering 
how the police would like this; she had been free and in a public 
place before her abductors had taken delivery of the ransom. 

I had an urge to keep the money and turn Skinny over to the 
local law, butl'd been paid to do a job, not act like a citizen. I wasn't 
proud of myself as I opened the door of the car. 

"Well?" Skinny said. 

"The money's yours, boy. Should I leave you here with it, or do 
you want me to take you back to the house?" 

He smiled in the reflected lightfrom the motel office. "Leave me 
here; you've been followed all the way." 

I gave him the money, keeping the grip. He tucked the package 
under his arm and said, "Drive careful, shamus. There's a lot of 
desert ahead of you." He climbed out of the car and headed across 
the parking lot toward the road. 

We watched him approach a three-year-old Mercury on the 
other side of the street. Tommy said, "Ornery bastard, isn't he? I 
don't think he likes me." 

"We'll never see him again, probably," I said. "Want to climb 
up in front now?" 

He shook his head. "I think I'll try to get some shut-eye. I'll curl 
up on the back seat." 

The Mere was still parked at the curb when we headed out of 
town. It was dark now, and traffic would be light until we got back 
on 99. The state patrol car was no longer at the corner. 

Easy money, I thought. But if the police swallowed this as a legitimate 
snatch, I'd have to believe that Slotkin owned the Department. It smelled 
every way but right. So, what was all that to me? I was paid. 

It continued to bother me. 

A half mile past the cut-off, I saw the lights beginning to move 
up from behind. For no reason at all, I said to Tommy, "What do you 
think Skinny meant about all that desert ahead of us?" 

"Just words," Tommy said drowsily. "He had to sound tough." 

" A car turned off back there from the Canyon Springs road," I 
told him, "and he's catching up. Be careful." 

He sat up. "Why? Look, we paid, didn't we?" 

"Sure. Both of us could put the finger on Skinny. I don't think 
he meant it that way. You were along, which he didn't expect. And 
he's one of those professional tough guys, remember." 

Behind, the car's headlights grew closer. Another car was 
coming from the opposite direction, and I told Tommy, "See if you 
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can get a look at that car behind in the headlights of this one coming. 
See if it's the Mere." 

A few seconds after the car went past. Tommy said, "It's the 
Mere, all right, Joe. I'm going to lower this back window." 

"Don't," I said. "If they shoot at us, it's better to have the 
windows closed. And don't you do a thing. Tommy, unless they 
shoot at us." 

"I won't shoot unless they do," he said. "Butl'm going to lower 
this window." 

"As they start to go by," I said, "I'll hit the brakes. Be ready for 
that." 

The lights grew and now they darted back at me from the rear- 
vision mirror. I waited until they began to swing out to pass before 
taking my foot off the accelerator. 

I misjudged the speed of the car behind; it was next to us before 
I could touch the brake. I heard the blast of the sawed-off, and then 
another shot, but heard no answering shot from the rear seat before 
the third shot hit my shoulder. 

The shock of it made me twist the wheel and the Plymouth 
went screaming to the right. I almost caught it in time. I would have 
caught it in time if the arroyo hadn't been there, and the thick concrete 
wall of the culvert. 

The right front wheel caught that wall and we went careening 
end for end across the road and into the ditch on the other side. The 
last thing I remember was flying through the air, free of the car, my 
shoes lost from the impact The sand could be soft, I thought; the softness 
of the sand could keep me alive. 


6 

I didn't regain consciousness for two days. When I did, I was in 
a Los angeles hospital and one of Hal Slotkin's associates was 
sitting in a chair next to the bed. 

He smiled at me. "Felling better?" "I don't know. I don't know 
how I felt before. Where am I?" 

He told me. 

I said, "How about Tommy?" 

"Tommy? Do you mean Mr. Verch?" 

"That's right." 

"He's-dead. He died before the car turned over." 

I closed my eyes. 
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The young lawyer said, "Don't worry about a thing, now. All 
your bills here will be taken care of, and your car's almost all rebuilt 
by now. That'll be taken care of, too." 

"Why?" I asked. 

He smiled at me. "Why not?" 

" I've a lot of regard from Mr. Slotkin," I said," but I never for a 
second confused him with Santa Claus." 

The young man smiled knowingly. "Maybe it's not his money. 
That needn t concern you. Your concern is to get well. Don't worry, 
now." 

It concerned me. Tommy Verch was dead and that had to 
concern me. But I didn't argue with the young man. I never argue 
with anyone before they pick up the tab. 

I'd been brought here from the hospital in Riverside, and I could 
guess I'd been brought here so it would be convenient for one of the 
Slotkin young men to remain at my bedside. I relaxed and tried to 
regain my strength and forget Tommy Verch. The nurse brought me 
all the papers; that was another expense somebody was 
shouldering, a private nurse. I had good coverage in all the papers. 

And then, as frosting for this expensive cake, I was honored 
with a visit from Laura Spain. Complete with five photographers, 
seven reporters, two publicity men and a Slotkin representative. If 
she was coming to my bedroom as reward, you'd Blink the least she 
could have done would be to come alone. 

She was certainly a beauty, and her advertised charm was not 
overrated. If she had come alone, I think I might have forgotten 
Tommy Verch. 

The morning after her visit, I walked out of the hospital with a 
Slotkin man, and my car, looking better than ever, was ready for me 
on the hospital parking lot. 

There, the Slotkin man said, "If we can be of any further service, 
don't hesitate to call on us, will you?" 

"I won't," I promised. "Maybe you could give me the West Side 
Station, huh, for my very own?" 

He frowned. "I don't understand, Mr. Puma." 

"Yes, you do," I said. "We all understand each other. Take care 
of yourself, young fellow." I patted his shoulder and got into my 
car. 

He was still standing there, watching me, when I turned into 
the traffic heading west. 

At my office, I checked the week's accumulation of mail and 
H ' r °te checks for a couple of bills I'd owed for some time. I was 
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writing a letter to my aunt when the phone rang. 

It was Hal Slotkin. He said, "I've heard that you're not happy. 
Would you mind telling me why?" 

"This phoney kidnapping rankles in my small soul, I guess, 
Mr. Slotkin." 

"What makes you think it was phoney?" 

I gave him all the reasons. The too early release of Miss Spain, 
Skinny not counting the ransom money and not being worried about 
the State Police and his not even looking in the back of my car before 
climbing into it." 

"So, maybe he was an amateur." 

"Maybe. An armed amateur, and a real tough, cool one. I don't 
think he was an amateur thug, though this may be been his first 
snatch." 

Silence, and then, "Well, I only represented a client. I'm not 
involved personally. You believe that, don'tyou?" 

"I think I do, Mr. Slotkin." 

"So what difference does it make? You got paid and you're not 
the police." 

"In a way, I'm a policeman. I'm licensed by the state. But that 
isn't important. Mr. Slotkin, the important thing is that a man is 
dead." 

" And that's important to you?" 

"Yes. Isn't it to you?" 

"It used to be," he said. "I suppose it should be." He sighed. 
"Well, I guess we have nothing else to say to each other, Mr. Puma." 

'I guess not," I said. "Thanks for the business, anyway." 

I hung up and sat there, angry for no reason I could isolate, 
burning. I was no knight, I didn't even have a horse. Why should I 
burn?" 

I phoned Slotkin again, intending to ask for Miss Spain's 
unlisted phone number. His office girl said Mr. Slotkin was not in 
and Miss Spain's phone number was never given out to anybody. 

Well, I knew where she lived; I went down and climbed into the 
rebuilt Plymouth. 


7 

The house was low and probably the architect had tried to give 
the impression of a sprawling, western ranch house. What emerged 
from the drawing board was a low, red, shake-roofed home for a 
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j-Iollyw 00 ^ star who entertains informally. 

The maid asked, "Did you have an appointment, Mr. Puma?" 

"No, Ididn't. I'mjustretumingMissSpain'srecentvisittome. 
She didn't have an appointment that day, either." 

The maid frowned. "Are you the-the-" 

I nodded. 

"One moment, please," she said. 

In a few minutes, she came back to say, "This way, please." 

It was a sunny day; Laura Spain was pool-side in a bikini. Her 
body belonged to a younger woman, her face was slick with oil. 

"Mr. Puma," she said, smiling. "How pleasant." 

I stood at the pool's edge and looked down. "Is this where you 
had the champagne?" 

"That's right. Though the story was exaggerated. We only filled 
it to a depth of three feet" 

She was sprawled on a pad; I sat down next to her and said, 
"I've been thinking about this kidnapping. Miss Spain. The whole 
business smells offraudulence." 

Her young-old face stiffened. "Really? And why?" 

I gave her the same reasons I'd given Slotkin. 

She reached out and took a package of cigarettes from a low 
stand nearby. I lighted one for her. She looked at the water, and 
said, "I've no idea what the standard operating procedure for 
kidnappers is. You might be right about their lack of experience. 
But even if it was a monstrous publicity stunt, why arc you 
concerned?" 

I said wearily, "It's a sad civilization that makes me keep 
explaining that a man is dead." 

"Millions are," she said reasonably. "Thousands of men die 
every day, I imagine." 

"Not violently in my car, working for me," I answered. "Don't 
you feel any responsibility for his death?" 

She nodded. "Some. What can I do about it?" 

"You could tell me who the men were you hired. I'm sure you 
didn't expect them to extend their services to murder." 

Her face was stone. "I didn't hire any men. It was not a publicity 
stunt, Mr. Puma. And even if itwere, would you actually expect me 
to implicate myself publicly?" 

I took a deep breath. "No. But I had to take the chance." I stood 
up. "Well, I'll know the man if I ever see him again. And when I do, 
111 know how to work the rest of it out of him." 

She shook her head. "You sound absurd. You sound like Dick 
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Tracy. This is 1957, Mr. Puma." 

"Of course," I said. "I wasn't thinking ofviolence. I was thinking 
of a deal with him." 

Her eyes were blank. "You were thinking of violence. Thales 
your kind of operation, I would bet." 

I said, "If you’re still in touch with them, warn them to stay out 
of my way." 

"Idon'tknowthem," she said lightly, "but from what I've seen 
of them, I can imagine you don't frighten them much. Good day, Mr. 
Puma. Don't hurry back." 

I went out, fully aware that I had learned nothing, but I had left, 
a message. And if she were involved and did forward the message, 
I wouldn't have to look for her abductors. They would find me. 

Which was emotional thinking, adolescent thinking, but I 
wanted to meet Skinny again so bad I could taste it And Miss Spain 
had set a wave of violence into motion with her fraudulent stunt; 
she couldn't escape the responsibility of that. Which absolved me 
from any concern for what justice might do to her career. 

I had a pair of names and two addresses still to check. The first 
one I went to was a four unit apartment building on Olympic in 
Santa Monica. This was the address of Laura Spain's second 
husband. He was an assembler at Douglas Aircraft now, and the 
manager of the apartment told me he wouldn't be home until 4:30. 

Her first husband was undoubtedly also working, but the place 
he worked wasn't far from here. He was a car salesman for a Venice 
Ford agency. 

He was a big man, almost as big as I am. He wore an Italian silk 
suit and a hand-painted tie and an air of complete disillusionment 
His face was florid, the face of a heavy drinker, but still handsome 
in a completely virile way. He was on the used-car lot when I drove 

He said, "I'm due for a coffee break in five minutes. Hang around 
and we'll go across the street." 

Five minutes later, in a crummy greasy spoon on the busiest 
street in Venice, Jack Dugan, Laura Spain's first husband, gave me 
the story of that early romance. 

She was nineteen when he met her, a refugee from Oklahoma, a 
thin, tough, very attractive girl whose innocence was at least five 
years behind her even then. 

I said, "I never got that picture from the fan magazines; I ha d 
the feeling she came out here clean as new snow and won a beauty 
contest." 
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He smiled. "Sure. Not that I'm rapping Laura, understand. She 
still sends me a buck now and then for auld lang syne and she's 
bailed me out of some monumental drunks. There's nothing cheap 
about the girl. It's just that she has this damned driving urge to stay 
way up there on top." 

"We built a civilization on it," I said. "Knowing her, would she 
have the guts to pull a phoney kidnapping for ink?" 

"For publicity," he said, "Laura would arrange to have 
Elsenhower kidnapped." He shook his head musingly. "And you 
know, she might get away with it, at that?" 

" What was her family like? Did you ever meet them?" 

He had. And he told me about diem and I wondered why a man 
who still got a "buck now and then" should go into such detail to 
hand a private operative a case against his benefactor. 

And because I wondered, I asked him. "Why give me all this? 
How can you benefit from giving me all this?" 

"Benefit?" he said. "Look, I'm a drunk and a pitch man and a 
lot of things that aren't exactly admirable. But I'm still a human 
being, right?" 

"Right," I agreed. "So-?" 

"So a man is dead, isn’t he? Isn’t it important that a man is 
dead?" 

"It always has been to me," I assured him, "but I was beginning 
to think I was old-fashioned." I smiled at him. "I'll pay for the 
coffee. And when I need a new car. I'll head this way." 

"Do that," he said. "I might even rob you less than the others. 
Who knows?" . 

I left him, and went back to the office. I didn't think there was 
any need to look up Laura's second husband. She'd been young 
when she had married her first; he had her true story, the story 
she'd told him before she realized that in Hollywood, backgrounds 
are invented, not lived. He could be quite possibly the only man in 
the town who had her true story. Until now. 

8 

I sat in the quiet office and nothing happened. I went out for 
lunch and came back and the place was still quiet I had a hunch 
now who the skinny man was, and maybe if I sent the hunch out on 
the grapevine, it would stir up some action. But if J sent it out on the 
grapevine in this town, the damage would be done but Tommy 
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Verch's killer might still be free. 1 

That blast from the sawed-off had been meant for both of us. He? 
hadn't shot out of pique; he was a pro. He had hoped to kill us both 1 
because either of us could identify him. 

And if he was a pro, would he come here, into this best-policed 
town in America, Beverly Hills? There were a number of areas ini 
the county where the police protection is not exceptional; this town] 
would be dangerous hunting grounds. Of course, he didn't lack! 
guts. He had a number of lacks, undoubtedly, but I was sure guts] 
wasn't one. j 

Why should I sit there burning; solvent, fat and alive? Whatj 
was Tommy Verch to me? A colleague, a brave and humorous mani 
who lived as honestly as he could in a trade where that wasn't! 
always good business. A man who had been forced to risk his life] 
for two hundred dollars and lose. Tommy Verch was important 1 
I hadn't put my car on the lot; I'd left it parked right in front of] 
this building so anyone who was interested could see I was in the| 
office. I could have gone home and waited, but I had carpeting on| 
the floor at home and that's harder to clean than the asphalt tile of] 
tire office. I 

The door opened and the hand in my lap stirred. It was Doctor] 
Graves, the young dentist from the office next door. He said, "How 
about some golf tomorrow afternoon?" 

"Maybe. I'll letyou know tonight." 

"What's the matter?" he asked. "You look nervous." 

"I'm still not right. Had a concussion, you know. And a badly 
strained back." 

"Maybe we'd better forget the golf, huh? The back-" 

"I'll let you know tonight," I repeated. "How's everything 
otherwise?" 

He yawned. "All right. I'm solvent. I sure get sick of looking 
into people's dirty mouths, though." 

"I get sick of looking into their dirty souls," I said. 

He chuckled. "Oi, a philosopher. Two hundred and twenty 
pounds of thought. You look like you're waiting for Armageddon. 
He winked. "Call me at home, Joe. Good luck, kid." 

I waved my left hand. My right was still in my lap. 

My mom had always insisted I had prescience, but my monk 
had a lot of peasant superstitions, I knew I was more certain than I 
had a reasonable right to that I'd see Skinny again. I thought I knew 
who he might be, and if I didn't see him, I would go to the police 
help in looking up a picture of the man. 
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But analyzing what Jack Dugan had told me, it seemed logical 
that Skinny could be the man I thought the was. 

In the windows behind me, the sun was now low and soon the 
mountains to the west would cut it from view. On the street below, 
the going-home traffic was noisy. 

I heard footsteps in the hall going past; soon the offices on this 
second floor would all be vacant, all but this 6ne. I lighted a cigarette 
and turned on the light. I stood by the window a few seconds, 
looking down at the traffic, and then came back to sit behind the 
desk again. 

How much did Slotkin know? He was no dummy. Of course, in 
his business, it wasn't always wise to know too much. His job was 
leading people through the intricacies of the law, not writing 
biographies of them. He did his job well and was satisfied to stay 
within the limits of it. 

If Tommy Verch hadn't died, I would have been happy to stay 
within the limits of my job, which had been to deliver some money. 

It was dark now and the light overhead wasn't very bright. 
From the direction of Wilshire, I heard a siren and a clang of a fire 
truck. 

From the hall outside, I thought I heard a pair of footsteps coming 
up the stairs. They grew louder, and they were very deliberate 
footsteps and now they were coming down the hall. I sat where I 
was. 

The door opened slowly and quietly. If I hadn't been facing it, I 
wouldn't have heard it. 

Skinny stood there. Shaved and wearing a cheap dark suit and 
no longer sporting the red jockey cap. His hair was black, not 
sprinkled with gray as his beard had been. He had one hand in his 
jacket pocket. 

He came in and closed the door quietly behind him. "You made 
it, eh? he said. "Tough guy. The way that heap went end for end, I 
figured you for a goner." 

"I'm tough," I said. "Peasant stock. Where's your brother, 
waiting in the lot behind here, with the engine running?" 

His face showed a momentary bewilderment. "Brother-? How'd 
you guess-" The face went blank again. "You don't know nothing." 

"I know there was an Okie named Lorna Spangler who had a 
couple of no-good brothers," I said evenly." A couple of punks who 
thought Dillinger and Nelson and that- breed were the greatest 
Americans of their generation. The girl grew up to become Laura 
Spain. What happened to the boys? We could find out, I suppose. 
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We could check." 

He said nothing, studying me carefully. 

'And when Loma, or Laura, wanted somebody she could trust 
to pull a cheap publicity stunt, what better pair than these no-good 
brothers? Man, you've aged a hell of a lot more than she did, haven't 
you? You didn't take care of yourself like she did, bumming around, 
knocking off the kind of cheap jobs you're big enough for." 

"You're trying to make me hate you, eh?" He looked at me with 
his head cocked to one side. "Why, shamus? What's your beef? You 
got paid." 

"I'm sick of explaining it," I answered. "Why are you here 
now?" 

"Unfinished business," he said. "You're not much, but you're 
still a finger." 

"I was hoping you'd come," I said. "This thing was getting too 
personal. It was building into an obsession." 

He smiled." And here I am." In his pocket, his hand moved and 
came out holding the big .45. 

In my lap, my hand moved and my .38 came up swiftly and I 
just kept pulling the trigger, even though the first shot caught him 
in the neck. 

It's an asphalt tile floor. 

His brother was waiting, the engine running, when the local 
gendarmes put the arm on him. They'd been watching the office, 
but not looking for a '57 Olds. When they heard the shots, soon after 
Skinny had come up, they realized the man in the Olds could be 
their man. 

If Skinny hadn't shaved, he would have been picked up 
downstairs because then they would have seen the gray in his beard. 
His hair was so black, it didn't seem logical to the men below that 
his beard could have any gray in it His hair was touched up, we 
learned later. 

I was glad Skinny had shaved, because though he was guilty of 
murder and would have been eligible for the gas chamber, there 
was a possibility he might have avoided that. 

There are an awful lot of smart criminal lawyers in this town. 

Just look in the phone book. 



MICHAEL COLLINS 
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A Reason to Die 
(Dan Fortune) 


There are many kinds of courage. Maybe the hardest is doing 
what you have to do. No matter how it looks to other people or what 
happens in the end. 

Irish Johnny's Tavern is a gray frame house near the railroad 
tracks in Syracuse, New York. A beacon of red and blue neon 
through the mounded old snow in the dusk of another cold winter 
day too far from Chelsea. My missing left arm hurt in the cold, and 
one of the people I was meeting was a killer. 

I'd been in Irish Johnny's before, on my first day in Syracuse 
looking for why Alma Jean Brant was dead. Her mother had sent 
me. 


"You go to Irish Johnny's, Mr. Fortune," Sada Patterson said. 
"They'll tell you about my Alma Jean." 

"What can they tell me, Mrs. Patterson?" I said. I'd read the 
Syracuse Police Department's report, made my voice as gentle as I 
could in the winter light of my office-apartment loft above Eighth 
Avenue. 

"They can tell you my girl wasn't walkin' streets without she 
got a reason, and whatever that there reason was it got to be what 
killed her." 

"Every girl on the streets has a reason, Mrs. Patterson," I said. 

"I don't mean no reason everyone got. I means a special reason. 
Somethin' made her do what she never would do," Sada Patterson 
said. 

"Mrs. Patterson, listen-" 

"No! You listen here to me." She held her old black plastic 
handbag in both hands on the lap of her starched print dress and 
fixed me across the desk with unflinching eyes. "I did my time 
hookin' when I was a girl. My man he couldn't get no work, so one 
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day he ain't there no more, and I got two kids, and I hooked. A man 
got no work, he goes. A woman got no man, she hooks. But a woman 
got a man at home, she don't go on no streets. Not a good woman 
like my Alma Jean. She been married to that Indian ten years, and 
she don't turn no tricks less she got a powerful reason." 

"What do you want me to do. Mrs. Patterson?" 

Ramrod straight, as thin and rock hard as any Yankee farmer, 
Sada Patterson studied me with her black eyes as if she could see 
every thought I'd ever had. She probably could. The ravages of sixty 
years of North Carolina dirt farms, the Syracuse ghetto, and New 
York sweatshops had left her nothing but bones and tendon, the 
flesh fossilized over the endless years. 

"You go on up there 'n' find outwho killed my Alma Jean. I can 
pay. I got the money. You go to Irish Johnny's and ask bout my 
Alma Jean. She ain't been inside the place in ten years, or any place 
like it. You tell 'em Sada sentyou and they talk to you even if you is 
a honkie." 

"If s a police job, Mrs. Patterson. Save your money." 

"No cop's gonna worry hard 'bout the killin' of no black hooker. 
You go up there. Fortune. You find out." She stood up, the worn 
plastic handbag in both hands out in front of her like a shield. A 
grandmother in a print dress. Until you looked at her eyes. "She 
was my last-Alma Jean. She come when we had some money, lived 
in a house up there. She almos' got to finish grade school. I always 
dressed her so good. Like a real doll, you know? A little doll." 

Inside, Irish Johnny's is a single large room with a bandstand 
at the far end. The bar is along the left wall, backed by bottles and 
fronted by red plastic stools. Tables fill the room around a small 
dance floor. Behind the bar and the rows of bottles is a long mirror. 
The rear wall over the bandstand is bare, except when it is hung 
with a banner proclaiming tire band or artiste to perform that night 

On tire remaining two walls there is a large mural in the manner 
of Orozco or maybe Rivera. Full of violent struggling ghetto figures, 
it was painted long ago by some forgotten radical student from the 
university on the hill above the tavern. 

The crowd had not yet arrived, only a few tables occupied as I 
came in. The professor and his wife sat at a table close to the dance 
floor. I crossed the empty room under the lost eyes of the red, blue, 
and yellow people in the mural. 

I knew who the killer was, but I didn't know how I was going to 
prove it. Someone was going to have to help me before I made the 
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call to the police. 

The police are always the first stop in a new town. Lieutenant 
Derrida of the Syracuse Police Department was an older man. He 
remembered Sada Patterson. 

"Best-looking hooker ever walked a street in Syracuse." His 
thin eyes were bright and sad at the same time, as if he wished he 
and Sada Patterson could be back there when she had been the 
best-looking hooker in Syracuse, but knew it was too late for both of 
them. 

"What made Alma Jean go to the streets. Lieutenant?" 

He shrugged. "Whatmakesany of 'em?" 

"What does?" I said. 

"Don't shit me. Fortune. A new car or a fur coat. Suburbs to 
Saskatchewan. It just happens more in the slums where the bucks 
ain't so big or easy." 

"Sada says no way unless the girl had a large reason," I said. 
"She didn't mean a fur coat or a watch." 

"Sada Patterson's a mother," Derrida said. 

"She's also a client. Can I earn my fee?" 

He opened a desk drawer, took out a skinny file. "Alma Jean 
was found a week ago below a street bridge over the tracks. Some 
kids going to school spotted her. The fall killed her. She died 
somewhere between midnight and four A.M., the snow and cold 
made it hard to be sure. It stopped snowing about two A.M., there 
was no snow on top of her, so she died after that." 

Derrida swiveled in his chair, looked out his single window at 
the gray sky and grayer city. "She could have fallen, jumped, or 
been pushed. There was no sign of a struggle, but she was a small 
woman; one push would have knocked her over that low parapet. 
M.E. says a bruise on her jaw could have come from a blow or from 
hitting a rock. No suicide note, but the snow showed someone had 
climbed up on the parapet. Only whoever it was didn't get near the 
edge, held to a light pole, jumped off the other way back onto the 
street." 

"What's her pimp say?" 

"Looks like she was trying to work independent." 

I must have stared. Derrida nodded. 

"I know," he said, "we sweated the pimp in the neighborhood. 
Black as my captain, but tells everyone he's a Polack. He says he 
didn't even know Alma Jean, and we can't prove he did or place 
him around her." 
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"Who do you place around her?" 

"That night, no one. She was out in the snow all by herself. No 
one saw her, heard her, or smelled her. If she turned any tricks that 
night, she used doorways; no Johns are talking. No cash in her 
handbag. A bad night." 

"What about other nights?" 

"The husband, Joey Brant. He's a Mohawk, works high steel 
like most Indians. They married ten years ago, no kids and lived 
good. High steel pays. With her hooking he was tiumero uno suspect 
only he was drinking in Cherry Valley Tavern from nine till closing 
with fifty witnesses. Later, the bartender, him, and ten others sobered 
up in a sweat lodge until dawn." 

"Anyone else?" 

"Mister Walter Ellis. Owns the numbers, runs a big book. He 
was an old boyfriend of Sada's, seems to have had eyes for the 
daughter. She was seen visiting him a couple of times recently. Just 
friendly calls, he says, but he got no alibi." 

"That's it?" 

Derrida swiveled. "No, we got a college professor named 
Margon and his wife. Margon was doing 'research' with Alma 
Jean. Maybe the wrong kind of research. Maybe the wife got mad." 

I took a chair at the table with the Margons. In Irish Johnny's 
anyone who opened a book in the university above the ghetto was 
a "professor." Fred Margon was a thin, dark-haired young man in 
his midtwenties. His wife, Dorothy, was a beauty-contest blonde 
with restless eyes. 

"A temple," Fred Margon said as I sat down. "The bartenders 
are the priests, that mural is the holy icon painted by a wandering 
disciple, the liquor is God." 

"I think I'll scream," Dorothy Margon said. "Or is that too 
undignified for the wife of a scholar, a pure artist?" 

Fred Margon drank his beer, looked unhappy. 

"Booze is their god," Dorothy Margon said. "That's very good. 
Isn't that good, Mr. Fortune? You really are bright, Fred. I wonder 
what you ever saw in me? Just the bod, right? You like female bods 
at least. You like them a lot when you've got time." 

"You want to leave?" Fred said. 

"No, tell us why drink is their god. Go one tell us." 

"No other god ever helped them." 

"Clever," Dorothy said. "Isn't he clever, Mr. Fortune? Going to 
do great scholarly research, teach three classes, and finish his novel 
all at the same time. Or maybe he makes time for that." 
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"We'll leave," Fred said. 

"All day every day: scholar, teacher, novelist. For twenty whole 
thousand dollars a year!" 

"We manage," Fred Margon said. 

"Nevermind," Dorothy said. "Just never mind." 

I met him in a coffee shop on South Grouse atter a class. He 
looked tired. We had coffee, and he told me about Alma Jean. 

"I found her in an Indian bar six months ago. I like to walk 
through the city, meet the real people." He drank his coffee. "She 
had a way of speaking full of metaphors. I wrote my doctoral 
dissertation on the poetry of totally untrained people, got a grant to 
continue the research. I met her as often as 1 could. In the bars and 
in her home. To listen and record her speech. She was highly 
intelligent. Her insights were remarkable for someone without an 
education, and her way of expressing her thoughts was pure 
uneducated poetry." 

"You liked her?" 

He nodded. "She was real, alive." 

"How much did you like her, professor?" 

"Make it Fred, okay? I'm only a bottom-step assistant professor, 
and sometimes I want to drop the whole thing, live a real life, make 
some money." He drank his coffee, looked out the cafe window. He 
knew what I was asking. "My wife isn't happy. Mr. Fortune. When 
she's unhappy, she has the classic female method of showing it. 
Perhaps in time I would have tried with Alma Jean, but I didn't. She 
really wasn't interested, you know? In me or any other man. Only 
her husband." 

"You know her husband?" 

"I've met him. Mostly at her house, sometimes in a bar. He 
seems to drink a lot. I asked her about that. She said it was part of 
being an Indian, a 'brave/ Work hard and drink hard. He always 
seemed angry. At her, at his bosses, at everything. He didn't like me, 
or my being there, as if it were an insult to him, but he just sat in the 
living room, drinking and looking out a window at the tall buildings 
downtown. Sometimes he talked about working on those buildings. 
He was proud of that. Alma Jean said that was the culture; a 'man' 
did brave work, daring." 

When was the last time you saw her?" 

"The day she died." He shrugged as he drank his coffee. "The 
police know. I had a session with her early in die day at her house. 
Her husband wasn't there, and she seemed tired, worried. She'd 
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been unhappy for months, I think, but it was always hard to tell 
with her. Always cheerful and determined. I told her there was a 
book in her life, but she only scorned the idea. Life was to be lived, 
not written about. When there were troubles, you did something." 
"What troubles sent her out on the streets?" He shook his head. 
"She never told me. A few weeks ago she asked me to pay her for 
making the tapes. She needed money. I couldn't pay her much on 
my grant, but I gave her what I could. I know it wasn't anywhere 
near enough. I heard her talking on the telephone, asking about the 
cost of something." "You don't know what?" 

"No." He drank coffee. "But whoever she was talking to offered 
to pay for whatever it was. She turned him down." 

"You're sure it was a him?" 

"No, I'm not sure." 

"Who killed her, professor?" 

Outside, the students crunched through the snow in the gray 
light. He watched them as if he wished he were still one of them, his 
future unknown. "I don't know who killed her. Mr. Fortune. I know 
she didn'tcommit suicide, and I doubt that she fell off that bridge. I 
never saw her drunk. When her husband drank, she never did, as if 
she had to be sober to take care of him." 

" Where were you that night?" 

"At home," he said, looked up at me. "But I couldn't sleep, 
another argument with my wife. So I went outwalking in the snow. 
Didn't get back until two A.M. or so." 

"Was it still snowing?" 

"It had just stopped when I got home." 

"Did you see anyone while you were out?" 

"Not Alma Jean, if that's whatyou want to know. I did see that 
older friend of hers. What's his name? Walter Ellis?" 

"Where?" 

"Just driving around. That pink Caddy of his is easy to 
remember. Especially in the snow, so few cars driving." 

" And all you were doing with her was recording her speech?" 

He finished his coffee. "That's all, Mr. Fortune." 

After he left, I paid for the coffee. He was an unhappy man, and 
not just about money or work. 

The scar-faced man stood just inside the door. Snow dripped 
from his dirty raincoat into a pool around his black boots. A broad, 
powerfully built mem with a fresh bandage on his face. Dark stains 
covered the front of his raincoat. The raincoat and his black shirt 
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were open at the throat. He wore a large silver cross bedded in the 
hair of his chest. 

"Now there's something you can write about," Dorothy Margon 
said. "Real local color. Who is he? What is he? Why don't you make 
notes. You didn't forgetyour notebook, did you, Fred?" 

"His name is Duke," Fred Margon said. "He's a pimp, and this 
is his territory. A small-time pimp, only three girls on the street 
now. He takes 80 percent of what they make to protect them, lets 
them support him with most of the rest. But the competition is fierce, 
and business is bad this season. He gives students a cut rate; 
professors pay full price." 

"Of course," Dorothy said. "Part of your 'research' into 
'ordinary' people. All for art and scholarship." She looked at the 
man at the entrance. "I wonder what his girls are like. Are they 
young or old? Do they admire him? I suppose they all love him, Of 
course they do. All three of them in love with him." 

"In love with him and afraid of him," I said. 

"Love and fear," Fred Margon said. "Their world." 

"Do I hear a story?" Dorothy said. "Is everything a story? 
Nothing real? With results? Change? A future?" 

I watched him come across die dance floor toward our table. 
Duke Wiltkowski, the pimp in the streets where Alma Jean had 
been found dead. 

The pimp's office was a cellar room with a single bare bulb, a 
table for a desk, some battered armchairs, a kerosene heater, and 
water from melted snow pooled in a dark corner. Times had been 
better for Duke Wiltkowski. 

"You sayin' I killed her? You sayin' that, man?" His black face 
almost hidden in the shadows of the cellar room, the light of the 
bare bulb barely reaching where he sat behind the table. 

"Someone did," 1 said. "You had a motive." 

"You say I kill that chippie, you got trouble, man. I got me a 
good lawyer. He sue you for everythin' you got!" 

"The police say she was in your territory." 

"The police is lyin'! The police say I kill that chippie, they lyin'!" 
His voice was high and thin, almost hysterical. It's a narrow world 
of fear, his world. On the edge. Death on one side, prison on the 
other, hunger and pain in between. 

"She was free-lance in your territory. You can't let her do that. 
Not and survive. Let her do that, and you're out of business." 

He sat in the gloom of the cold basement room, unmoving in the 
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half shadows. The sweat shone on his face liked polished ebony. 
The face of a rat with his back to the wall, cornered. Protesting. 

"I never see that chippie. Notme. How I know she was working 
my turf? You tell the cops that, okay? You tell the cops Duke 
Wiltkowski never nowhere near that chippie." 

He sweated in the cold cellar room. A depth in his wide eyes 
almost of pleading. Go away, leave him alone. Go away before he 
told what he couldn't tell. Wanted to tell but couldn't. Not yet. 

"Where were you that night?" 

"Right here. An' with one o' my pigs. All night. Milly-O. Me 'n' 
Milly-O we was makin' it most all night. You asks her." 

One of his prostitutes who would say anything he told her to 
say, to the police or to God himself. That desperate. An alibi he 
knew was no alibi. Sweated. Licked his lips. 

"That Injun husband she got maybe he done it Hey, they all 
crazy, them Injuns! That there professor hangs in Irish Johnny's. 
Hey, he got to of been playin' pussy with her. I mean, a big-shot 
white guy down there. Hey, that there professor he gota wife. Maybe 
she don't like that chippie, right?" 

"How about Walter Ellis? He was out in the snow that night." 

The fear on his face became sheer terror. "I don know nothin' 
'bout Mr. Ellis! You hears. Fortune! Nothin'!" 

Now he walked into Irish Johnny's with the exaggerated swing 
and lightness of a dancer. Out in public, the big man. His face in the 
light a mass of crisscross scars. The new bandage dark with dried 
blood. He smiled a mouthful of broken yellow teeth. 

"Saw it was you, professor. That your lady?" He clicked his 
heels, bowed to Dorothy Margon. A Prussian officer. "Duke 
Wiltkowski. My old man was Polack." He nodded to me, cool and 
casual, expansive. An image to keep up and no immediate fear in 
sight. "Hey, Fortune. How's the snoopin'?" 

"Slow," I said, smiled. "But getting there." 

" Yeh." The quick lick of the lips, and sat down at the table, legs 
out in his Prussian boots. The silver cross at his throat reflected the 
bright tavern light. He surveyed the room with a cool, imperious 
eye. Looked at Dorothy Margon. "You been holdin' out on the Duke, 
professor. You could do real business with that one." 

The Duke admired Dorothy's long blonde hair, the low-cut 
black velvet dress that looked too expensive for an assistant 
professor's wife, her breasts rising out of the velvet. 

"It's not what I do," Fred Margon said. 
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Dorothy Margon tore a cardboard coaster into small pieces, 
d ropped the pieces onto the table. She began to build the debris into 
a pyramid. She worked on her pyramid, watched the Duke. 

The people were filling the tavern now. I watched them come 
out of the silence and cold of die winter night into the light and 
noise of the tavern. They shed old coats and worn jackets, wool hats 
and muddy galoshes, to emerge in suits and dresses the colors of 
the rainbow. Saturday night. 

The Duke sneered. "Works their asses a whole motherin' year 
for the rags they got on their backs." He waved imperiously to a 
waiter. "Set 'em up for my man the professor 'n' his frau. Fortune 
there too. Rye for me." 

Dorothy Margon built her pyramid of torn pieces of coaster. 
"What happened to your face?" 

"Injuns.” The Duke touched the bandage on his face, his eyes 
fierce. "The fuckers ganged me. I get'em." 

"Alma Jean's husband?" I said. "The Cherry Valley bar?" 

The Cherry Valley Tavern was a low-ceilinged room with posts 
and tables and a long bar with high stools. As full of dark Iroquois 
faces as the massacre that had given it its name. All turned to look 
at me as I entered. I order a beer. 

The bartender brought me the beer. "Maybe you'd like it better 
downtown, mister. Nothing personal." 

"I'm looking for Joey Brant." 

He mopped the bar. “You're not a cop.” 

"Private. Hired by his mother-in-law." 

He went on mopping the bar. 

"She wants to know who killed her daughter." 

"Brant was in here all night." 

"They told me. What time do you close?" 

"Two." 

"When the snow stopped," I said. 

"We went to the sweat lodge. Brant too." 

"Good way to sober up on a cold night. Maybe Brant has some 
ideas about who did kill her." 

"Down the end of the bar." 

He was a small man alone on the last bar stool. He sat hunched, 
a glass in both hands. An empty glass. Brooding into the glass or 
staring up at himself in the bar mirror. I stood behind him. He 
didn't notice, waved at the bartender, violent and arrogant. 

"You had enough, Joey." 
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"I says when I got enough." He scowled at the bartender. The 
bartender did nothing, Brant looked down athis empty glass. "I got 
no woman. Crow. She's dead. Crow. My woman. How I'm gonna 
live my woman's dead?" 

"You get another woman," the bartender. Crow, said. 

Brant stared at his empty glass, remembered what he wanted. 
"C'mon, Crow." 

"You ain't got two paychecks now." 

Brant swung his head from side to side as if caught in the mesh 
of a net, thrashing in the net. "Lemme see the stuff." 

The bartender opened a drawer behind the bar, took out a 
napkin, opened it on the bar. Various pieces of silver and turquoise 
Indian jewelry lay on the towel. There were small red circles of 
paper attached to most pieces. Rings, bracelets, pendants, pins, a 
silver cross. Joey Brant picked up a narrow turquoise ring. It was 
one of the last pieces without a red tag. 

"Two bottles," Crow said. 

"It's real stuff. Crow. Four?" 

"Two." 

I thought Brant was going to cry, but he only nodded. Crow 
took an unopened bottle of cheap rye blend from under the bar, 
wrote on it. Close, Brant's shoulders were thickly muscled, his arms 
powerful, his neck like a bull. A flyweight bodybuilder. Aware of 
his body, his image. I sat on the stool beside him. He stared at my 
empty sleeve. Crow put a shot glass and a small beer on the bar, 
opened the marked bottle of rye. 

"On me," I said. "Both of us." 

Crow stared at me, then closed fire marked bottle, poured from 
a bar bottle. He brought my beer and a chaser beer, walked away. 
The small, muscular Indian looked at the whisky, at me. 

"Why was Alma Jean on the street, Joey?" I said. 

He looked down at the whisky. His hand seemed to wait an 
inch from the shot glass. Then he touched it, moved it next to the 
beer chaser. 

"How the hell I know? The bitch." 

"Her mother says she had to have a big reason." 

"Fuck her mother." He glared at my missing arm. "You no cop. 
Cops don't hire no cripples." 

"Dan Fortune. Private detective. Sada Patterson hired me to 
find out who murdered Alma Jean. Any ideas?" 

He stared into the shot glass of cheap rye as if it held all the 
beauty of the universe. "She think I don' know? Stupid bitch an' her 
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black whoremaster! I knows he give her stuff. I get him, you watch. 
Make him talk. Black bastard, he done it sure. I get him." He drank, 
went on staring into the bottom of the glass as if it were a crystal 
ball. "Fuckin' around with that white damn professor. Think she 
fool Joey Brant? Him an' that hot-bitch wife he got. Business, she 
says; old friends, she says. Joey knows, yessir. Joey knows." 

"You knew," I said, "so you killed her." 

There was a low rumble through the room. The bartender. Crow, 
stopped pouring to watch me. They didn't love Brant, but he was 
one of them, and they would defend him against the white man. 
Any white man, black or white. 

Brant shook his head. "With my friends. Not worth killin'. 
Nossir. Joey Brant takes care of hisself." He drained the shot, finished 
the beer chaser, and laid his head on the bar. 

Tire bartender came and removed the glasses, watched me finish 
my beer. When I did, he made no move to serve another. 

"He was in here all night; fifty guys saw him. We went to the 
reservation and sweated. Me and ten other guys and Brant." 

"Sure," I said. 

I felt their eyes all the way out. They didn't like him, even 
despised him, but they would all defend him, lie for him. 

The band burst into sound. Dancers packed into a mass on the 
floor. A thick mass of bodies that moved as one, the colors and 
shapes of the mural on the wall, a single beast with a hundred legs 
and arms. Shrill tenor sax, electronic guitar, keyboard, and trumpet 
blaring. Drums. 

"Or did Brant find you?" I said. 

The Duke scowled at the dancers on the floor. "Heard he was 
lookin' to talk to the Duke, so I goes to the Cherry Valley. He all shit 
and bad booze. He never know me, 'n' I never knows him. I tells him 
I hear he talkin' 'bout me 'n' from now on all I wants to hear is 
sweet nothin'." 

"You're a tough man," I said. "I'll bet you scared him." 

He licked his lips. I watched the sweat on his brow, the violent 
swinging of his booted foot. He was hiding something. 

"I tell him I never even heard o' his broad. What I know about 
no Injun's broad? I tell him iffen she goes out on the tricks, it got to 
be he put her out. Happens all the time. Some ol' man he needs the 
scratch, so he puts the ol' woman out on the hustle." The swinging 
foot in its black boot seemed to grow more agitated. His eyes searched 
restlessly around the packed room, the crowded dance floor. "I 
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seen it all times, all ways. They comes out on the streets, nice chicks 
should oughta be home watchin' the kids, puttin' the groceries on 
the table. I seen 'em, scared 'n' no way knows what they s'posed to 
do. All 'cause some dude he ain't got what it takes." 

Restless, he sweated. The silver cross reflected the tavern light 
where it lay on his thick chest hair above the black shirt. Talked. 
But what was he telling me? 

"Is that when he jumped you? Pulled a knife?" 

The Duke sneered. "Not him. He too drunk. All of 'em, they 
ganged me. He pull his blade, sure, but he ain't sober 'nuffhe can 
cut cheese. It was them others ganged me. I got some of' em, got out 
o' there." 

"Did you see him out on the street that night, Duke? Is that 
what you really told him? Why they ganged on you?" 

He jerked back as if snakebitten. "I ain’t seen no one that there 
night! I ain't on the street that there night. I-" 

He stared toward the door. As if he saw a demon. 

Joey Brant stood inside the tavern entrance blinking at the noise 
and crowd. Walter Ellis stood beside Brant. Which one was the 
Duke's demon? 

It was a big house by Syracuse-ghetto standards. A two-story, 
three-bedroom, cinder-block box painted yellow and green, with a 
spiked wrought-iron fence, a swimming pool that took up most of 
the postage-stamp side yard. Concrete paths wound among 
birdbaths and form tains and the American flag on a pole and naked 
plaster copies of the Venus de Milo and Michelangelo’s David. 

Walter Ellis met me on his front steps. "The cops send you to 
me. Fortune?" 

He was a tall, slim man with snow-white hair and a young 
face. He looked dangerous. Quick eyes that smiled now. Simple 
gray flannel slacks, a white shin open at the throat, and a red 
cashmere sweater that gave a vigorous tint to his face. Only the 
rings on both pinkies and both index fingers, diamonds and rubies 
and gold, showed his money and his power. 

"They said you knew Alma Jean Brant," I said. 

"Her and her mother. Come on in. Drink?" 

"Beer if you have it." 

He laughed. "Now you know I got beer. What kind of rackets 
boss wouldn’t have a extra refrigerator full of beer? Beck's? Stroh's? 
Bud?" 

"Beck's, thanks." 
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“Sure. A New York loner." 

We were in a small, cluttered, overstuffed living room all lace 
and velvet and cushions. Ellis pressed a button somewhere. A tall, 
handsome black man in full suit and tie materialized, not the hint 
of a bulge anywhere under the suit, was told to bring two Beck's. 

"Not that I'm much of a racket boss like in the movies, eh? A 
smalltown gambler. Maybe a little border stuff if the price is right." 
He laughed again, sat down in what had to be his private easy 
chair, worn and comfortable with a footstool, waved me to an 
overstuffed couch. I sank into it. He lit a cigar, eyed me over it." But 
you did n't come about my business, right? Sada sent you up to find 
out what happened to Alma Jean." 

"What did happen to her?" 

"I wish I knew." 

The immaculate black returned with two Beck's and two glasses 
on an ornate silver tray. A silver bowl of bar peanuts. Ellis raised 
his glass. We drank. He ate peanuts and smoked. 

"You liked her?" I said. "Alma Jean?" 

He savored the cigar. "I liked her. She was married. That's all. 
Not my age or anything else. She didn't cheat on her husband. A 
wife supports her husband." 

"But she went on the streets." 

"Prostitution isn'tcheating, Fortune. Notin the ghetto, not down 
lere where it hurts. It"s the only way a woman has of making money 
when she got no education or skills. It's what our women doto help 
in a crisis." 

" And the men accept that?" 

He smoked, drank, fingered peanuts. "Some do, some don't." 

" Which are you?" 

"1 never cottoned to white slaving." 

"You were out that night. In your car. On the streets down near 
Irish Johnny's." 

He drank, licked foam from his lips. "Who says?" 

"Professor Fred Margon saw you. I think Duke Wiltkowski did 
too. He's scared, sweating, and hiding something." 

His eyes were steady over the glass, the peanuts he ate one by 
one. "I like a drive, a nice walk in the snow. I saw the Duke and 
Margon. I didn't see no one else. But a couple of times I saw that 
wife of Margon's tailing Alma Jean." 

"Was it snowing when you got home?" 

He smiled. 

I watched Walter Ellis steer Joey Brant to a table on the far side 
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of the dance floor. Brant was already drunk, but his startled eyes 
were wary, almost alert. This wasn't one of his taverns. The Duke 
watched Walter Ellis. 

I said, "It's okay; we know he was out that night. He saw you, 
knows you saw him, and it's okay. Who else did you see?" 

The Duke licked his lips, looked at Fred Margon. 

"You writes, yeh, professor?" 

He looked back across the dance floor to Ellis and Joey Brant. "I 
means," the Duke said, "like stories 'n' books 'n' all that there?" 
"God, does he write!" Dorothy Margon said. "Writes, studies, 
teaches. All day, every day. Tell the Duke about your art, Fred. Tell 
the Duke what you do. All day, every damn day." 

"Like," the Duke said, "poetry stuff?" He watched only Fred 
Margon now. "Words they got the same sound 'n' all?" "I write 
poetry," Fred said. "Sometimes it rhymes." "You likes poetry, yeh?" 
"Yes, I like poetry. I read it." 

"Oh, but it's so hard!" Dorothy said. "Tell the Duke how hard 
poetry is, Fred. Tell him how hard all real writing is. Tell him how 
you can learn most careers in a few years but it takes a lifetime to 
learn to write well." "We better go," Fred said. 

I watched the people packed body to body on the dance floor, 
flushed and excited, desperate for Saturday night. On the far side 
Walter Ellis ordered drinks. Joey Brant saw us: the Duke, me, Fred 
and Dorothy Margon. I watched him turn on Ellis. The racket boss 
only smiled, shook his head. 

Dorothy smiled at the Duke. "I'm a bitch, right? I wasn't once. 
Do your women talk to you like that, Duke? No, they wouldn't, 
would they? They wouldn't dare. They wouldn't want to. Tell me 
about the Indians? How many were there? Did they all have knives? 
Do they still wear feathers? How many did you knock out? Kill?" 
The Duke watched Fred Margon. "You writes good, professor?" 
"You see," Dorothy said, "we're going to stay at the university 
three more years. We may even stay forever. Isn't that grand news? 
I can stay here and do nothing forever." 

The Duke said to Fred, "They puts what you writes in books?" 
Dorothy said, "Did you ever want something, wait for something, 
think you have it at last, and then suddenly it's so far away again 
you can't even see it anymore?" 

"I'm a writer," Fred said. "A writer and a teacher. I can't go to 
New York and write lies for money." 

Dorothy stood up. "Dance with me, Duke. I want to dance. I 
want to dance right now." 
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She opened the apartment door my second day in Syracuse, 
looked at my duffel coat, beret, and missing arm. 

"He's out. Go find him in one of your literary bars!" 

"Mrs. Margon?" I said. 

She cocked her head, suspicious yet coy, blonde and flirtatious. 
"You want me?" 

"Would it do me any good?" 

She laughed. "Do we know each other, Mr.-?" 

"Fortune," I said. "No." 

She eyed me. "Then what do you want to talk to me about?" 

" Alma Jean Brant," I said. 

She started to close the door. "Go and find my husband." 

I held the door with my foot. "No, I wantyou. Both ways." 

She laughed again, neither flirtatious nor amused this time. 
Self-mocking, a little bitter. "You can probably have me. Both ways." 
But stepped back, held the door open. "Come in." 

It was a small apartment: a main room, bedroom, kitchenette, 
and bathroom. All small, cramped. The furniture had to have been 
rented with the apartment. They don't pay assistant professors too 
well, and the future of a writer is at best a gamble, so without 
children they saved their money, scrimped, did without. She lit a 
cigarette, didn't offer me one. 

"What about that Alma Jean woman?" 

" What can you tell me about her?" 

"Nothing. That's Fred's territory. Ask him." 

" About her murder?" 

She smoked. "I thought it was an accident. Or suicide. Drunk 
and fell over that bridge wall, or jumped. Isn't that what the police 
think?" 

"The police don't think anything one way or the other. I think it 
was murder." 

"What do you want, Mr. Fortune? A confession?" 

"Do you want to make one?" 

"Yes, that I'm a nasty bitch who wants more than she's got. Just 
more. You understand that, Mr. Fortune." 

"It's a modern disease," I said, "but what's it got to do with 
Alma Jean Brant?" 

She smoked. "You wouldn't be here if someone hadn'tseen me 
around her." 

"Her husband," I said. "And Walter Ellis." 

The couch creaked under her as if it had rusty springs. "I wag 
jealous. Or maybe just suspicious. He's so involved in his work. I'm 
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so bored, our sex life is about zero. We never do anything! We talk, 
read, think, discuss, but we never do\ I make his life miserable, I 
admit it. But he promised we would stay here only five years or 
until he published a novel. We would go down to New York, he'd 
make money, we'd have some life! I counted on that. Now he wants 
to get tenure, stay here!" 

"So he can teach and write?" I said. "That's all? No other reason 
for wanting to stay here?" 

She nodded. "When he started going out all the time, I wondered 
too. Research for his work, he said, but I heard about Alma Jean. So 
I followed him and found where she lived. Then I followed her to 
see if she'd meet him somewhere else. That's all. I just watched her 
house, followed her a few times. I never saw him do a damn thing 
that could be close to cheating. At her house that husband of hers 
was around all the time. He must work nights." 

"Did you see her do anything?" 

She smoked. "I saw her visit the same house three or four times. 
I got real suspicious then. I,hadn't seen Fred go in, but after she left 
the last time, I went up and rang the bell. A guy answered, but it 
wasn't Fred, so I made some excuse and got out of there. She was 
meeting someone all right, but not Fred." 

"Any idea who?" 

She shook her head. "He wasn't an Indian, I can say that." 

"What was he?" 

"Black, Mr. Fortune. One big black man." 

Through die mass of sound and movement, bodies and faces 
that glistened with sweat and gaudy color and melted into the bright 
colors and tortured figures of the mural on the walls, I watched Joey 
Brant across the dance floor drinking and talking to Walter Ellis, 
who only listened. 

I watched Dorothy Margon move lightly through the shuffle of 
the massed dancers. Her slender body loose and supple, her eyes 
closed, her lips parted, her face turned up to the Duke. I could see a 
man she denied turn to someone else. A mem who could not give 
her what she wanted turning to someone who wanted less. 

Her hips moved a beat behind the band; her long blonde hair 
swung free against the black velvet of her dress and the scarred face 
of tire Duke. I could see her, restless and rejecting, but still nor 
wanting her man to go anywhere else. 

"I can't tell the dancers from the people in the mural," Fred 
Margon said. "I can't be sure which woman is my wife with the 
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Duke and which is the woman chained in the mural." 

He was talking about himself: a man who could not tell which 
was real and which was only an image. He could not decide, be 
certain, which was real to him, image or reality. 

"Which man is the Duke on the dance floor with my wife," Fred 
Margon said, "and which is the blue mem with the bare chest and 
hammer in the mural? Am I the man at the ringside table with a 
glass of beer in a pale, indoor hand watching the Duke dance with 
his wife, or the thin scarecrow in the mural with his wrists chained 
and his starving face turned up to an empty sky?" 

lie was trying to understand something, and across the dance 
floor Joey Brant was talking and talking to Walter Ellis. Ellis only 
listened and watched the Duke and Dorothy Margon on tire dance 
floor. The Duke sweated, and Dorothy Margon danced with her 
eyes closed, her body moving as if by itself. 

Walter Ellis sat alone in the back of his pink Cadillac. I leaned 
in the window. 

"A black man, she said. A big black man Alma Jean visited in a 
house in the ghetto." 

"A lot of big black men in the ghetto. Fortune." 

"What was the crisis?" I said. "You said going on the streets 
was what ghetto women did in a crisis." 

"I don't know." 

"You offered to pay for whatever she needed money for." 

"She only told me she needed something that cost a lot of 
money." 

"Needed what?" 

"A psychiatrist. I sent her to tire best." 

"A black? Big? Lives near here? Expensive 7 " 

"AH that." 

"Can we go and talk to him?" 

"Amy time." 

" And you didn't give her the money to pay him?" 

"She wouldn't take it. Said she would know whatitwas really 
for even if it was only in my mind." 

The Duke said, "There was this here chippie. I mean, she's 
workin' my street 'n' 1 don' work her, see? I mean, it's snowin' bad 
'n' there ain't no action goin' down, my three pigs're holed up 
warmin' their pussy, but this chippie she's outworkin' on my turf. 
Hey, that don't go down, you know? I mean, that's no scene, right? 
So I moves in to tell her to fly her pussy off'n my streets or sign up 
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with the Duke." 

I said, "The last time it snowed was the night Alma Jean died." 

Dorothy Margon built another pyramid of tom coasters on the 
tavern table and w'atched the Saturday night dancers. Fred Margon 
and I w'atched the Duke. The Duke mopped his face with a dirty 
handkerchief, a kind of desperation in his voice that rose higher, 
faster, as if he could not stop himself, had to talk while Fred Margon 
was there. 

"I knows that there fox. I mean, I gets up close to tell her do a fade 
and I remembers that chippie in the snow." 

I said, "It was Alma Jean." 

He sweated in that hot room with its pounding music and 
packed bodies swirling and rubbing. Itwas what he had been hiding, 
holding back. What he had wanted to tell from the start. What he 
had to tell. 

"Back when I was jus' a punk kid stealin' dogs, my ol' man 
beatin' my ass to go to school, that there chippie out in the snow 
was in that school. I remembers. Smart 'n' clean 'n' got a momma 
dresses her up real good. I remembers, you know? Like, I had eyes 
for that pretty little kid back then." 

The band stopped. The dancers drifted off the floor, sat down. 
A silence like a blow from a hammer in the hands of the big blue 
man in the mural. 

"I walks off. I mean, when I remembers that little girl, I walks 
me away from that there chippie. I remembers how good her momma 
fixes her up, so I walks off 'n' lets her work, 'n' I got the blues, you 
know. I got the blues then, 'n' I got'em now." 

"Everybody got the blues," Dorothy said. "We should write a 
song. Fred should write a poem." 

"Itwas Alma Jean, Duke," I said. 

Walter Ellis stopped to say a few low words to the tall, 
handsome doctor, while I walked down the steps of his modest 
house and out to the ghetto street. The numbers boss caught up 
.vith me before I reached his Cadillac. 

"Does that tell you who killed her?" Ellis said. 

"I think so. All I have to do is find a way to prove it." 

He nodded. We both got into the back of the pink car. It purred 
away from the curb. The silent driver in the immaculate suit drove 
slowly, sedately, parading Ellis through his domain where the 
people could see him. 

"Any ideas?" Ellis said. 
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"Watch and hope for a break. They've all got something on 
their minds; maybe it'll get too heavy." 

He watched the street ahead. "That include me?" 

"It includes you," I said. "You were out that night." 

"You know what I've got on my mind?" 

"I've got a hunch," I said. "I'm going to meet the Margons in 
ish Johnny's tonight. Why don'tyou come around and bring Brant, 
friend of the family." 

We drove on to my motel. 

"The Duke hangs out in Irish Johnny's," Ellis said. 

"I know," I said. 

"I writes me a poem," the Duke said. '"Bout that there chippie. 

I go home 'n' writes me a poem." 

The scarred black face of the Duke seemed to watch the empty 
dance floor as he told about the poem he had written. Fred Margon 
looked at him. All through the long room the Saturday night people 
waited for the music to begin again. Across the floor Walter Ellis 
talked to those who came to him one by one to pay their respects. 
Joey Brant drank, stared into his glass, looked toward me and the 
Margons and the Duke. 

"Do you have it with you?" Fred said. 

The Duke's eyes flickered above the scars on his face and the 
new bandage. Looked right and leff. 

"Did you bring it to show me?" Fred Margon said. 

The Duke sweated in the hot room. Nodded. 

"All right," Fred said. "But don't justshow it to me, read it. Out 
loud. Poetry should be read aloud. While the band is still off, get up 
and read your poem. This is your tavern; they all know you in here. 
Tell them why you wrote it, how it came to you, and read it to them." 

The Duke stared. "You fuckin' with me, man?" 

"Fred?" Dorothy Margon said. 

"You wrote it, didn'tyou? You felt it. If you feel something and 
write it, you have to believe in it. You have to show it to the world, 
make the world hear." 

"You a crazy man," the Duke said. 

Dorothy tore another coaster. Across tire room Joey Brant and 
Walter Ellis watched our table. I waited. 

"Give it to me," Fred said. 

The Duke sat there for some time, the sweat beaded on his face, 
his booted foot swinging, while the people all through tire room 
waited for Saturday night to return. 

"Whathappened to Alma Jean, Duke?" I said. 
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Fred Margon said, "You wrote it; give it to me." 

The Duke reached into his filthy raincoat and handed a torn 
piece of lined notebook paper to Fred Margon. Fred stood up. On 
the other side of the dance floor Joey Brant held his glass without 
drinking as Fred Margon walked to the bandstand, jumped up to 
the microphone. 

"Ladies and gentlemen!" 

In the long room, ice loud in the glasses and voices in the rumble 
of conversation, tire people who waited only for the music to begin 
again, Saturday night to return, turned toward the bandstand. Fred 
Margon told them about the Duke and the chippie working his 
territory without his permission. The Duke alone in the night with 
the snow and the chippie. 

"The Duke remembered that girl. He let her work, went home 
and wrote a poem. I'm going to read that poem." 

There were some snickers, a murmur of protest or two, the steady 
clink of indifferent glasses. Fred called for silence. Waited. Until the 
room silenced. Then he read the poem. 

Once I was pure 
as a snow but I'fell, 
fell like a snowflake 
front heaven to hell. 

Fell to be scuffed, 
to be spit on and beat, 
fell to be like 
the filth in the street. 

Pleading and cursing 
and dreading to die 
to the fellow I knew 
up there in the sky. 

The fellow his cross 
I got on this chain 
I give it to her 
she gets clean again. 

Dear God up there, 
have I fell so low, 
and yet to be once 
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like the beautiful snow. 

Through the smoke haze of tire crowded tavern room they shifted 
their feet. They stirred their drinks. The musicians, ready to return, 
stood in the wings. A woman giggled. The bartenders hid grins. 
Some men suddenly laughed. A murmur of laughter rippled through 
the room. The Duke stood up, stepped toward the bandstand. Fred 
came across the empty dance floor. 

"I like it," Fred Margon said. "It's nota good poem; you're not 
a poet. But it’s real and 1 like it. I like anything drat says what you 
really feel, says it openly and honestly. It's what you had to do." 

The Duke's eyes were black above the scars and the bandage. 
The Duke watched only' Fred, his fists clenched, his eyes wide. 

"It's you," Fred said. "Go up and read it yourself. Make them 
see what you saw out there in the snow when you remembered 
Alma Jean, the girl whose mother dressed her so well. To hell with 
anyone who laughs. They're laughing at themselves. The way they 
would have laughed if Alma Jean had told them what she was 
going to do. They're afraid, so they laugh. They're afraid to know 
what they feel. They're afraid to feel. Help them face themselves. 
Read your poem again. And again." 

The Duke stood in Irish Johnny's Tavern, five new stitches in 
his scarred face under the bandage, and read his poem to the people 
who only wanted Saturday night to start again with the loud blare 
of the music and tire heavy mass of the dancing and a kind of 
oblivion. He read without stumbling over the words, not reading 
but hearing it in the smoke of the gaudy tavern room. Hearing it as 
it had come to him when he stood in the snow and remembered the 
girl whose mother had always dressed her so well. 

There was no laughter now. The Duke was doing what he had 
to do. Fred and Dorothy Margon were listening, and no one wanted 
to look stupid. Walter Ellis and Joey Brant were listening, and no 
one wanted to offend Mr. Ellis. So they sat, and the band waited to 
come back and start Saturday night again, and I went to the 
telephone and called Lieutenant Derrida. 

Walter Ellis moved his chair, and I faced Joey Brant across the 
tavern table. "High steel pays good money, but you haven't been 
making good money in a long time. You were home whenever 
Professor Margon went to talk to Alma Jean. You were home when 
Dorothy Margon watched Alma Jean. You haven't been working 
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high steel for over a year. That's why she went out on the streets. 
You even had to sell Alma Jean's jewelry to buy whisky at Cherry 
Valley Tavern. One of those pieces wasn't hers, though, and that 
was a mistake. It was the cross the Duke gave her the night she was 
killed, the one he wrote about in his poem. You knew someone else 
had given it to her, butyou didn't know the Duke had given it to her 
that night, and it proves you killed her. You grabbed it from her 
neck before you knocked her off that bridge." 

Lieutenant Derrida stood over the table. The room was watching 
now. Tire Duke with his poem in his hand, Walter Ellis sad, Fred 
and Dorothy Margon holding hands but not looking at each other. 
Derrida said, "It's the cross the Duke gave her that night, has his 
initials inside. Your boss says you haven't worked high steel in 
over a year, just low-pay ground jobs when you show up at all. 
When the bartender. Crow, saw we had proof and motive, he talked. 
You left the tavern when it closed, didn't get to the sweat lodge 
until pushing 3:30 A.M. You brought the jewelry to Crow after she 
was dead." 

Joey Brant drained his whisky, looked at us all with rage in his 
dark eyes. "She didn't got to go on no streets. We was makin' it all 
right. She got no cau se playin' with white guys, sellin' it to old men, 
working for black whoremasters. I cut him good, that black bastard, 
'n' I knocked her off that there bridge when she was out selling her 
ass so she could live high and rich with her white friends and her 
gamblers and her black pimps! Sure, I hit her. I never meant to kill 
her, but I saw that cross on her neck 'n' I never give her no cross 'n' 
I hit her and she went on over." 

I said, "Her mother said she would only go on tire streets for a 
big reason. You know' what that was, Brant? You know why she 
went back on the streets?" 

"I know', mister. Money, that's why! 'Cause I ain't bringing 
home the big bucks like the gambler 'n' the professor 'n' the black 
pimp!" 

"She wanted to hire a psychiatrist," I said. "You know what 
that is, Joey. A man who makes a sick mind get better." 

"Psychiatrist?" Joey Brant said. 

" A healer, Joey. For a scared man who sat at home all day and 
drank too much. An expensive healer, so she had to go out on tire 
streets to make the money she couldn't make any other way." 

"Shut up, you hear? Shut up!" His dark face almost white. 

I shook my head. "We know, Joey. We talked to tire psychiatrist 
and your boss. You're afraid of heights, Joey. You couldn't even go 
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to the edge of that bridge parapet and see where she had fallen. You 
can't go up high on the steel anymore, where the big money is. 
VVhere a brave goes. Up there with the real men. You became afraid 
and it was killing you and that was killing her and she had to try to 
help you, save you, so she wanted money to take you to a psychiatrist 
who would cure you, help you go up the steel again where you 
could feel like a man!" 

"Psychiatrist?" Joey Brant said. 

"That's right, Joey. Her big, special reason to make big money 
the only way she knew how." 

Joey Brant sat there for a long time looking at all of us, at the 
floor, at his hands, at his empty whisky glass. Just sat while 
Lieutenant Derrida waited and everyone drifted away, and at last 
he put his head down on the table and began to cry. 

Derrida had taken Joey Brant away. The Duke had stopped 
reading his poem to anyone who would listen. I sat at the floor-side 
table with Fred and Dorothy Margon. Out on the floor the Saturday 
night people clung and twined and held each other in their fine 
shimmering clothes, while in the mural the silent yellow women 
and bent blue men frozen in the red and yellow sky watched and 
waited. "Dance with me, Fred," Dorothy Margon said. "I'm a bad 
dancer," Fred Margon said. "I always have been a bad dancer. I 
always will be a bad dancer/' "I know," Dorothy said. "Just dance 
with me now." They danced among the faceless crowd, two more 
bodies that would soon go their separate ways. I knew that and so 
did they. Fred would teach and write and go on examining life for 
what he must write about. Dorothy would go to New York or Los 
Angeles to find more out of life than an assistant professor, a would- 
be writer. What they had to do. 

The Duke has one kind of courage and Fred Margon has 
another. Joey Brant lost his. Fred Margon's kind will cost him his 
wife. Alma Jean's courage killed her. The courage to do what she 
had to do to help her man, even though she knew 7 he would not 
understand. He would hate her, but she had to do it anyway. 
Courage has its risks, and w 7 e don't always win. 

In my New York office-apartment Sada Patterson listened in 
silence, her worn plastic handbag on her skinny lap, the ramrod 
back so straight it barely touched my chair. 

"I knew she had a big reason," she said. "That was my Alma 
Jean. To help her man find himself again." She nodded, almost 
satisfied, "I'm sorry for him. He's a little man." She stood up. "I 
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gonna miss her-Alma Jean. She was my last: I always dressed her 
real good." 

She paid me. I took the money. She had her courage too. And 
her pride. She'd go on living, fierce and independent, even if she 
couldn't really tell herself why. 



EDWARD D. HOCH 

(b.1930) 


The Other Eye 

(Al Darlan) 


The day started poorly with the arrival of the morning mail. 
The only first-class letter was a reminder from my landlord that the 
office rent was overdue. I was wondering what to do about it when 
Mike Trapper walked through the partly open doorway. 

"Pardon me, are you Al Darlan?" 

He was tall and blond and young-young enough to be my son. 
"That's me," I admitted. "Al Darlan Investigations, just like the 
sign says. What can I do for you?" 

"I'm looking for a job. I want to learn the private detective 
business." 

"Afraid I'm not taking on any help this week, kid." 

He sat down without being asked, and slipped off his sports 
jacket. The office was muggy with late July heat. "Look, I’m just out 
of college, and I've got a little money saved up. I don't want a job. 
I'm looking for a small business I can buy into." 

"Buy into?" I frowned and thought of the letter from my 
landlord. "What's your name, kid?" 

"Mike Trapper." He stuck out his hand and I shook it. "I've 
had four years at Cornell, including a lot of pre-law courses. I was 
going to enter law school like my dad, but I decided I couldn't take 
another couple years of classes and books. I'm twenty-two and I 
want to get started with my life." 

"What makes you think you want to be a private investigator?'' 
"I figure it's the closest thing to the law. You do a lot of work for 
lawyers, don'tyou?" 

"Occasionally," I admitted. “But there's nothing glamorous 
about this work. If you've been stuffing your head with books about 
California private eyes, let me tell you-" "I know." 

"It's not even messy divorce cases anymore. Nobody needs a 
private detective to win a divorce case in this state. It's staking out 
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department stores to catch some employee going out the back door 
with a camera or a couple of shirts. It's chasing after some kid 
who's been kidnapped by its father after the mother won custody in 
a divorce case. It's maybe even doing an illegal telephone tap for 
some guy who doesn't trust his business partner." "I know," he 
repeated. "And you still want to do it?" "Sure." 

"I've got a small operation here." "That's why I picked it. I 
can'tafford to start big." "There's not even a secretary right now. I 
had to let her go." "How much would it cost me to buy in for, say, a 
third of the business?" 

"I'd have to think about that. I can't rush into this." "Ten 
thousand is all the money I could afford to invest." "Where'd a 
college kid manage to save ten thousand?" "Here and there. My 
dad said he'd stake me to part of it." I sighed and scratched my 
head. "Look, Mike, I've got to level with you. There's not even enough 
business here to keep one person busy. The one-man private agency 
is a thing of the past. I outlived my profession. Go down to one of 
the big outfits and start outworking on insurance cases. They' always 
need smart young kids like you." "I don't want that, Mr. Darlan. I 
want a place like this." "There's no liquor in the desk drawer. And 
I keep my gun in that big iron safe most of the time. 1 just turned fifty 
years old-" 

"Ten thousand dollars, Mr. Darlan. Will it buy me a third of the 
business?" 

I looked over at the dirty window and the dusty bookshelves 
and wondered what the hell I was letting myself in for. Was I just 
going to pull this kid into bankruptcy with me? "Maybe a quarter of 
the business," I said quietly. 

And so it happened. A week later he moved in, and I had a sign 
painter change the lettering on the door to read Darlan & Trapper, 
Investigations. 

"Looks good, doesn't it?" he asked, seeing it for the first time. 

"Not bad," I admitted. "I used some of your money to spruce up 
the office a bit, and to get you a good used desk. And I took out a 
small announcement ad on the business page of the morning 
newspaper. That might bring us in something." 

He looked over the desk and tried the chair. "I guess I'll need a 
typewriter too, for letters and reports." 

I was about to suggest he could use mine, but that didn't seem 
right on his first day. "I'll rent you one for a month, till we can find 
a good one to buy." 

"Swell." 
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"Your dad coming by to see the office?" I asked casually. 

" Uh, no-not right away. He wanted to, but I thought he should 
wait awhile till we get settled." 

"That's probably best," I agreed. 

I set to work on the telephone trying to drum up business then, 
because I couldn't have the two of us sitting around doing nothing 
all day. I got lucky on the third phone call, to one of the big agencies. 
Some of their people were on vacation, and they were farming out a 
few routine insurance jobs. I told them my new partner Mike Trapper 
would be right over. 

He was gone all afternoon and hadn't returned by the time 1 
locked up the office a little before six. At the bar around the corner 
where I often stopped for a drink, I ran into Sergeant O'Keefe from 
Headquarters. We'd been casual friends for years, and as he slipped 
on to the stool next to me he said," I hear you got yourself a partner, 
Al." 

"Yeah, kid just out of college. Wants to learn the business. I wats 
down yesterday and got him a license." 

"Who in hell'd want to be a private eye these days? Does he 
think he'll get rich?" 

"Family's got money. Maybe the pay doesn't matter to him." 

"What*s his name?" 

I took a sip of Scotch. "Mike Trapper. You'll probably see a 
request for a gun permit come through for him." 

O'Keefe patted my shoulder. "Hell, Al, maybe it's a good thing. 
Maybe it's like having a son to carry on the business." 

"Yeah." 

The next morning I had to wind up some business on a 
shoplifting case. After that, on my way down to the office, I stopped 
by a gun shop and picked out a fiveshot Smith & Wesson caliber .38 
Terrier. I told the clerk to put it aside, that we'd be in with the permit 
in a day or two. I figured if the kid invested ten grand in my business 
I could afford to buy him his first gun. 

When I reached the office I was surprised to see the door standing 
open. Mike Trapper was inside at his desk, over in the opposite 
corner from mine. But he wasn't alone. A tall white-haired man 
occupied the visitor's chair. Mike jumped up as I entered. 

" Al, we have a client! This is Craig Winton; Al Darlan. I met Mr. 
Winton over at the insurance office. He has a perplexing problem 
a nd he thinks we can help him." 

Craig Winton's handshake was firm, and his eyes reflected a 
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shrewd intelligence I'd often noticed in successful middle-aged 
businessmen. "A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Darlan. Your young 
partner here impressed me at the office this morning. I decided your 
firm might be able to help me with an annoying situation." He 
glanced around at the big single room as he spcke, and I feared for 
a moment that the kid had oversold us. 

"We're hoping to move to larger quarters soon," I explained. 
"My secretary is on vacation, but when she returns we'll be moving 
to a suite of offices on the fifth floor." 

His cool eyes studied me and he smiled slightly. "I chose your 
agency because I wanted a small outfit. Our insurance firm deals 
routinely with the larger agencies in fraud investigations. I know 
those people, and 1 don't want them involved in my personal affairs. 
It wouldn’t be good for our future business relationship." 

"I understand completely," I said. "What's the nature of your 
problem, Mr. Winton?" 

"I explained it to Mike on the way over. Someone seems to be 
impersonating me. It started about three months ago when I flew to 
Las Vegas for a convention. The clerk at the hotel insisted I'd arrived 
a day earlier, stayed one night, and then checked out that morning. 
I considered it a foolish mix-up, and didn't think too much about it 
But a month later there was a similar occurrence. This imposter or 
double actually showed up at a meeting where I was to speak. 
Several people saw him, but he disappeared just before the time of 
my arrival." 

"Have you reported this to the police?" I asked. 

"There’s been nothing to report. The imposter has committed 
no crime, and in fact has shown no attempt to harm me in any way. 
And yet-" 

"There must have been more recent instances," I said. "The last 
one you mentioned was two months ago. What caused you to act 
now?" 

"I suppose it's that the appearances of this phantom double 
are becoming more personal all the time. Last month, while I was 
out of the office for lunch, he actually walked past my secretary, 
entered my private office, and remained there for five minutes. When 
I returned from lunch she asked me what I'd come back for. Believe 
me, I was prepared to call the police that time! But though no my 
desk had been disturbed, nothing was missing." 

"What did you tell your secretary?" 

"I insisted it hadn't been me. She dropped the subject, probably 
thinking I'd had too many luncheon martinis." 
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"And the latest appearance?" 

Craig Win ton gave me another of his tired smiles. "Yes, there 
was one just yesterday. You may have guessed that's why I'm acting 
today. My wife saw him in our garage yesterday morning, after I'd 
left for the office. She thought it was me." 

"Did he speak to her?" 

"Yes. He muttered something about forgetting his briefcase. 
Then he left before she could get a good look at him. She phoned me 
later at the office and asked if 1 was all right." 

"And you told her about this double?" 

"I told her the whole story' lastnightfor the first time. She insisted 
I go to the police with it. We finally compromised, and I agreed to 
hire a private detective." 

Mike Trapper shook his head. "Weird, isn't it, Al?" 

"Strange," I agreed. "And justa bit menacing. You're aware of 
the pattern in all this, of course." 

"Pattern?" the kid asked, but Craig Winton gave a little nod. He 
knew what I meant. 

"Yes. The first time he appeared, the double was seen only by a 
hotel clerk who didn't know me. The second time he was seen by 
some casual business associates who knew me slightly. The third 
time my secretary saw him. And the fourth time my wife saw him." 

"It's leading up to the grand finale," I said. "The next time 
you'll see him." 

"I read a story in college about a doppelganger," Mike said. 
"That's German for a sort of ghostly double. When someone sees 
his own doppelganger it's supposed to kill him." 

I picked up a pad and started making some notes. "Do you 
have a weak heart, Mr. Winton?" 

He shook his head. "Strong as an ox. I have a checkup every 
year." 

"So we can assume no one's trying to scare you to death. What 
about a twin? Do you have any brothers?" 

"Only a sister living out west. You can be sure there's no secret 
twin hiding someplace." 

I turned to the kid. "You want to work on this, Mike?" 

"I sure do!" 

" All right." I pulled a figure out of the air and told Winton how 
much we charged per day, plus expenses. He didn't bat an eye, and 
I wished I'd made it higher. "I want you to give Mike here a schedule 
°f everything you'll be doing for the next week. Every business 
meeting, every luncheon or dinner engagement, even social events 
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with your wife. Mike's going to be one step ahead of you, and 
sometimes one step behind you. Meanwhile, I'll do some 
investigating on my own." 

Craig Win ton got to his feet and shook hands once more." I believe 
I'm in competent hands. You've taken a load off my mind already." 

"We'll want to speak with Mrs. Winton, and possibly with 
your secretary as well." 

"Go right ahead." 

After he'd gone, Mike Trapper was beaming with pleasure. "I 
got us a client, Al! The first real client for Darlan and Trapper!" 

"That was good work. I couldn't have done better myself." I 
meant it, yet I was puzzled as to why a man like Winton would have 
chosen a kid he'd never met before. I'd listened to his explanation 
about wanting a small agency and it made sense. And yet- 

"You don't really think it's a ghost, do you? A doppelganger 
sort of thing?" 

"I stopped believing in ghosts a long time ago. For one thing, 
they've got no money to pay my bills." 

In the morning we drove out to the suburbs and visited Rina 
Win-ton. Somehow I wasn't surprised when she turned out to be a 
curly-haired blond at least twenty years younger than her husband. 
Divorce and remarriage to a younger woman seemed to go with 
success in the executive suite these days. 

"What can you tell us about this man who impersonated your 
husband, Mrs. Winton?" 

Though I asked the question, her eyes were all over Mike, like 
she was undressing him while we talked. "Frankly, Mr. Darlan, I 
don't know what to think. We only have one car right now and 
we're not planning to get a second one till fall, so I'm pretty much 
tied down to the house when Craig is at work. The other morning 
after Craig drove off to the office I heard a noise in the garage. I went 
out there and saw someone I thought was Craig," 

"Did he speak to you?" 

"He muttered something about forgetting his briefcase and then 
went out again. But our car wasn't in the driveway. He simply 
walked down the road. I phoned his office later and he said it wasn't 
him. You know the rest. I insisted he hire a detective." 

"Was Craig married before?" 

"Yes. He was divorced five years ago." 

"Any chance his first wife bears a grudge?" 

"Why should she? He certainly made a generous settlement!" 

"Is she here in the city?" 
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"No, she moved to Arizona after the divorce. There were no 
children." Her eyes kept shifting to Mike, and she asked him, "Don't 
you have any questions for me?" 

He blushed and said," A1 is handling it pretty well." 

As she saw us to the door she asked, "Is my husband in danger?" 

"Possibly. We're checking out every angle." 

We left her standing in the doorway of the fashionable ranch 
home and drove back to tire city. "She seems quite nice," Mike 
commented. 

"Watch yourself, kid. That kind could eat you alive." 

"I just meant-" 

"I know. Look, I've gota surprise for you on the way back." 

"What sort of surprise?" 

"You'll see." 

I took him to the gun shop and produced the permit he'd signed 
for the police. The clerk handed over the .38 Terrier and I thought 
Mike's eyes would pop out of his head. "This is mine?" he asked. 

"Yeah. A little gift Do you wanta shoulder or belt holster for it?" 

"I don't know. What do you think?" 

"A belt holster's a lot cooler in the summer." 

"Sounds good to me." 

"I've arranged with Sergeant O'Keefe for you to use the police 
pistol range for practice." 

As we left the gun shop he said, "We make a pretty good team, 
don't we?" 

"Not bad. I'll tell you better when we see what happens with 
the Winton case." 

Later that afternoon I took him to the bar around the corner for 
a drink. "You ever been married, Al?" he asked me. 

"Yeah, when I was a kid about your age." 

"What happened?" 

I shrugged. "Nothing. I guess kids today are smarter to live 
together. One day we just decided to call it quits." 

"Have you got any family?" 

"Parents are both dead. I've gota sister who sends me Christinas 
cards." 

" Isn't it sort of lonely? Didn't you ever want to get married again?" 

"Sure, kid." I gave him a smile. "Maybe I will some day." 

"Whatabout the Winton case? What should I do?" 

I pulled out a copy of Craig Winton's schedule. "Cover him like 
we discussed. Look for anyone who resembles him and is dressed 
like him. Meanwhile I'll go talk to his secretary." 
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I did that the next day but I didn't learn much. Winton was a 
middle-level executive with the insurance company and she was a 
middle-level secretary. Her name was Milly Scorese and she was a 
fortyish redhead, a bit overweight. When I mentioned it, she 
remembered the month-old incident. "Oh, yes. Mr. Winton seemed 
quite disturbed by it." 

"Did the man speak to you at all?" 

"No. He entered through that private door and went right into 
Mr. Winton's office." 

"So no one else saw him?" 

"No." 

"Did you geta good look athim?" 

"Well," she admitted, "more at his clothes than at him. He 
went by my desk so fast I just got a glimpse of the pink sports jacket 
Mr. Winton was wearing that day. But I certainly thought it was 
him. When he left a few minutes later it looked like him from the 
rear. But he didn't speak." 

I gave her a smile. "Thanks, Milly. Look, here's my card. If 
anything unusual like that happens again, call me right away." 

"I'll help any way I can. Mr. Winton told me to cooperate." 

On my way out of the office I thought I saw Winton ahead of 
me, getting on the elevator. I hurried to catch up, but it wasn't him. 
I decided there were a lot of tall white-haired men in the business 
world. 

The case dragged on for a couple of weeks without noticeable 
progress. I saw Mike Trapper only during the hours when Winton 
was safely in his office with no plans to leave. The rest of the time 
Mike was watching the Winton home, or shadowing him at business 
meetings. Once, when Winton flew to New York, the kid went ahead 
on an earlier flight and was at the airport to pick up the trail when 
our client landed. 

But there was no sign of the double. 

"Maybe only Winton can see him," Mike speculated one evening 
after he'd trailed him home. 

"You're back to your doppelgangers again." 

"I just like to consider all the possibilities." He had a sudden 
thought. "Hey, my dad's in town tonight and I'm meeting him for a 
late dinner. Come along with us! I know he's been wanting to meet 
you." 

"Well, it's sort of short notice," I replied. 

"Come on! He'll love it!" 

James Trapper was a stout friendly man who wore thick glasses 
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and a checked vest. "I never imagined Mike would end up the 
partner in a detective agency/' he admitted. "How's he doing, Mr. 
Darlan?" 

“He's learning." 

“Had any good murder cases yet?" 

I laughed. "I haven'thad a case involving murder in four years. 
They don't come along every week, despite what you see on TV." 

Dinner was pleasant, and somehow they made me feel like part 
of the family. It was a good feeling. Atone point James Trapper said, 
" Mike's always had an eye for the ladies. You've probably noticed 
that already." 

"I've noticed they have an eye for him," I said, remembering 
our client's wife. "But I keep him pretty busy." 

As we were leaving the restaurant Mike asked me, "How long 
we going to keep on with this Winton case?" 

"As long as he pays us. Speaking of Winton, 1 have an 
appointment to meet with one of the vice-presidents at his insurance 
company tomorrow morning. I'll let you know if I learn anything. 
What's Winton's schedule?" 

"Routine during the day, but he has a Civic Club meeting in the 
evening, out at the Expressway Motel." 

I nodded. "I'll check with you tomorrow. It's been better than 
two weeks. The double might be getting ready to show himself again." 

James Trapper shook my hand at the car. "It"s been a pleasure, 
Mr. Darlan." 

"Please call me Al." 

"I know my son is in good hands, Al." 

"I hope so." 

The next morning I met with Isaac Rath in the executive suite of 
Winton's company. He was a balding man in his sixties, with brown 
spots on the backs of his hands. He frowned at me and said, "I 
don't quite understand the reason for this meeting, Mr. Darlan." 

"Craig Winton has hired me about a personal matter. I'd be 
interested in anything you could tell me about him." 

Isaac Rath touched the tips of his fingers together. "Craig is one 
of the finest executives. He runs our investments division and has 
full authority over a good share of company funds.” 

“I know' that much already. I guess what I'm getting at is this. 
Would it be possible for someone impersonating W'inton to get his 
hands on any large amount of company money?" 

“ Impersonating-? 1 don't understand." 

I tried to make it simple. “Could Craig Winton, or someone 
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pretending to be Craig Winton, steal any money from this company?" 

"Well, of course! He could divert investments into phoney 
accounts. He could-" 

"Thank you, Mr. Rath. That's all I wanted to know." 

I went back to the office and waited for the kid to call in. I 
waited all afternoon and never heard from him. Finally I went home 
to my apartment, hoping nothing was wrong. It was after dark, 
around ten o'clock, when the phone finally rang. 

"Air 

"Mike! Where in hell are you?" 

"At the Expressway Motel." His voice sounded awful. "Al, 
could you get out here fast? Craig Winton's dead. Somebody shot 
him in the parking lot." 

"OK, kid. Are the cops there?" 

"I just called them." 

"I'll be along." 

I had to drive through downtown anyway, so I went up to the 
office for just a minute. I got my revolver out of the old iron safe. A 
ring of police cars had their spotlights trained on the body as I 
walked up. The police photographer was snapping pictures and 
Sergeant O'Keefe was standing off to one side. I got near enough to 
see that Winton had been shot at least once in the center of the 
chest. Then I went over to O'Keefe. 

"That was your client?" he asked, looking up from his notebook. 
"His wife's driving down to make an official identification." 

"Yeah. Where's the kid?" 

"Trapper? Inside with one of my boys. His story is that he was 
waiting in his car for Winton to leave the meeting. Apparently Win¬ 
ton decided to leave early, before the meeting broke up. Trapper 
didn't see him, but he heard a shot. He found Winton dead between 
a couple of parked cars, with no one else around." 

"I want to see him," I said. "Now." 

O'Keefe led me into the motel. Mike was seated in a corner of 
the lobby with one of the detectives. He looked terrible. O'Keefe 
motioned his man away and let me have a few words alone with 
the kid. 

"Look," I said, "first of all, it's notyour fault. There's nothing 
you could have done." 

He looked like he was going to cry. "1 bungled it, Al. And now 
he's dead!" 

"Tell me everything that happened, right from the beginning. 
When's the last time you saw him alive?" 
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"When he drove his car up to the motel and went inside." 

" How come you didn't check in with me this afternoon?" 

He looked edgy. "I was outat Winton's house for a while, seeing 
if his wife had any new information." 

"All right," I said with a sigh. "What happened tonight?" 

"I scouted the area before Winton drove up. There was no sign 
of a double or anything else out of whack. He parked the car and 
went into his meeting. I already knew it wouldn't be over till ten 
o'clock so I sat in the car playing the radio. Once the meeting started 
I didn't notice anyone else in the parking lot at all. Winton had 
gone in the motel's front entrance and 1 figured he'd come out the 
same way. But he came out the side door instead. The first thing I 
knew, I heard a shot. I got out of the car and ran over and found him 
lying out there between the cars." 

"There was no sign of anyone else?" 

He shook his head. "I called the police, and then I phoned you. 
I didn't know what to do." 

I had an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. "Kid," I said 
quietly, "let me have your gun." 

"What?" 

"If you didn't sec Winton before he was shot, how'd you know 
he came out the side door?" 

"I_" 

"Come on, give me your gun." 

He froze then, staring at me with that terrible expression on his 
face, and I wondered what I would do if he resisted. My fingers 
were only inches from my gun, but I knew I couldn't shoot him any 
more than I could have shot my own son. 

His shoulders slumped and he pulled the revolver from its belt 
holster. I took it and opened the cylinder. All five chambers were 
loaded but I could catch the unmistakable scent of gunpowder in 
the barrel. It had been fired recently. "You killed him, didn't you, 
kid?" 

He couldn't meet my eyes. "Yeah," he said huskily, close to 
tears. "I killed him." 

I put my hand on his shoulder. "Was it that wife of his, Mike?" 

He raised his head then. "Is that what you think? She had 
nothing to do with it! I was watching for the double and Winton 
came out the wrong door, a half hour early. I called to him and he 
acted funny, started going the other way. When I went after him he 
pulled out something that looked like a gun. I panicked and shot 
him." 
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“Why didn't you tell the police that?" 

“Because I was scared when I saw that I'd killed the real Winton. 
The police didn't find any weapon by the body and I knew I'd made 
a terrible mistake. Don'tyou realize that?" 

I realized it. I realized I'd have to phone his dad and tell him 
what had happened. He'd been too fast to pull a trigger, and we 
were both going to pay for it. 

I walked over and handed the gun to O'Keefe. “Here's your 
murder weapon," I said. "The kid's ready to tell the truth now. For 
God's sake, go easy on him." 

I didn't go home that night. Instead I went back to the office and 
sat in my swivel chair staring out at the city. I wanted to go down to 
Headquarters just to be near him, but I knew there was nothing I 
could do for him now. After a long time I fell asleep in my chair, and 
when I woke up it was morning. 

I drove through the streets only beginning to come awake, not 
knowing at first just where I was headed. I passed out of downtown, 
away from the jail where they'd be holding Mike until his dad came 
up with the bail money. I just drove. 

After a while it came to me where I was headed. Maybe I'd 
known all along. The suburban traffic was all headed into the city 
as tire morning rush hour began, and I made good time going against 
the stream. It was just eight o'clock when I pulled into die driveway 
of the Winton ranch home. Craig Winton's car was in the garage. 

It took me five minutes of ringing the doorbell before she'd 
answer. When she finally came she was wearing a rumpled T-shirt 
and faded jeans, looking like she was dead instead of her husband. 

"God, what is it? What do you want? Haven't you done enough 
to us already?" 

"I'd like to come in, Mrs. Winton. ITs very important." 

She seemed ready to bar my way, but finally she stepped aside. 
“You'll have to forgive me," she said, passing a hand over her eyes. 
"I took a sleeping pill and/I just woke up." 

“I'm sorry about what happened to your husband." 

"Is it true that Mike Trapper killed him?" 

“I'm afraid so." 

“He was just here yesterday asking more questions. He was 
really trying to help us. How could he have killed Craig?" 

"I drove out here to ask the same question.'' I'd followed her 
into the kitchen and taken a chair across the table from her. 

"Do you want some coffee?" 

“That would be fine." She rose to make it and I continued. 
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"Your husband's death still leaves the problem of the double 
unresolved." 

"It hardly matters now. Just send me your bill." 

"It’s not as simple as that." 

"Why not?" 

"There wasn't any double, was there, Mrs. Winton? It was Craig 
Winton all the time." 

She turned from the coffee percolator. "I don't know what you're 
talking about." 

"It was a scheme of Craig's to embezzle money from his 
company, and a clever scheme at that. He created a double who 
made a few appearances. He even hired a two-bit private detective 
agency to find the double. Last night was to be a key element of his 
plan. Alike Trapper would testify to having seen the double. He'd 
know it wasn't our client because the double would run from him 
and even draw 2 gun. Unfortunately for Craig Winton, he didn't 
know that a nervous kid like Mike, investigating his first case, would 
shoot and kill him." 

"That's guesswork." She poured two cups of coffee. 

"Not entirely," I said. "Craig's secretary, Milly, told me the 
double didn't speak to her. At first this made sense but then I 
remembered the supposed double had spoken to you in the garage 
here. If his voice could fool you it could certainly fool his secretary. 
Yet he hurried in and out of the office, giving Milly only a glimpse. 
It didn't sound like a true impersonation to me. It sounded like 
someone trying to fake an impersonation. The same goes for the two 
earlier events. Craig made a fuss at the hotel and at the meeting just 
so the incidents would be remembered." 

"It still could have been a double." 

"Then consider this. That day at the office Milly saw the 
supposed double wearing a pink sports jacket like Craig's. And 
obviously he was wearing the same clothes as Craig that day in the 
garage. Duplicating those clothes-the correct clothes for each day- 
would be next to impossible, unless you believe in the supernatural. 
Either the double had prior knowledge of each day's costume, or 
there was no double. Either way Craig had to be involved in the 
plot." 

"I don't know a thing about that," she insisted. 

"I believe you do, Mrs. Winton. You were there last night when 
Mike shot your husband in the parking lot." 

"What? That's insane!" 

"Is it? The first time I spoke to you I learned the two of you had 
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only one car, and didn't plan to buy another one till fall. Mike saw 
Winton drive up to the motel in that car last night, yet the police 
made no mention of the car later. O'Keefe even told me you were 
driving over to identify the body. And the car is sitting in your 
garage right now. How did it get from the motel parking lot back to 
this house before the police called, unless you w r ere there to drive it 
back?" 

"I-" 

"Mike said he saw a gun in Winton's hand, yet by the time the 
police arrived there was no sign of one. That's one reason the kid 
tried to lie about the shooting. I think you saw it all from nearby. 
When Mike ran into the mote! to phone the police and me, you 
hurried over to the body, picked up the gun, and drove the car 
home. You didn't want the police finding the gun and guessing 
this double business had been part of an embezzlement scheme. 
And you had to take the car because you couldn't risk a cab driver 
identifying you later. And you had to be home before the police called." 

" All right," she said quietly. The fight had gone out of her. 

"You admit you took the gun?" 

"It was only a starter's pistol. Craig wasn't going to harm 
anyone. He simply wanted your partner's testimony that a double 
existed. He'd been manipulating his company's money for years, 
ever since that big divorce settlement took all his cash. He tried to 
create a double who could be blamed for unauthorized bank 
withdrawals and other shady business. It was a far-fetched scheme, 
but it would have been enough to raise a reasonable doubt in any 
jury's mind." 

"What about the car?" 

"I took a cab to the motel hours earlier for just that purpose. 
After Mike saw him Craig planned to jump in a cab and get away. 
While Mike was chasing him I was to drive the car home, as if Craig 
had come out of his meeting and left with it. When Mike returned to 
the lot and found Craig's car gone, it would be extra proof there 
must be two Craig Wintons." 

I finished my coffee. "Mike's in jail and you're the only one 
who can get him out. I want you to come with me and tell all this to 
the police." 

"Is he that important to you?" 

"I guess he is. I want him out." 

Our eyes met for just an instant. She may have been trying to tell 
me something, to offer me something, but we both knew it was useless. 

She picked up her purse and I followed her out to the car. 



SUE GRAFTON 

(b.1940) 


She Didn't Come Home 

(Kinsey Millhone) 


September in Santa Teresa. I've never known anyone yet who 
doesn't suffer a certain restlessness when autumn rolls around. It's 
the season of new school clothes, fresh notebooks, and finely 
sharpened pencils without any teeth marks in the wood. We're all 
eight years old again and anything is possible. The new year should 
never begin on January 1. It begins in tire fall and continues as long 
as our saddle oxfords remain unscuffed and our lunch boxes have 
no dents. 

My name is Kinsey Millhone. I'm female, thirty-two, twice 
divorced, “doing business" as Kinsey Millhone Investigations in a 
little town ninety-five miles north of Los Angeles. Mine isn't a walk- 
in trade like a beauty salon. Most of my clients find themsel ves in a 
bind and then seek my services, hoping I can offer a solution for a 
mere thirty bucks an hour, plus expenses. Robert Ackerman's 
message was waiting on my answering machine that Monday 
morning at nine when I got in. 

“Hello. My name is Robert Ackerman and I wonder if you could 
give me a cal!. My wife is missing and I'm worried sick. I was hoping 
you could help me out." hr the background, I could hear whiney 
children, my favorite kind. He repeated his name and gave me a 
telephone number. I made a pot of coffee before I called him back. 

A little person answered the phone. There was a murmured 
child-size hello and then I heard a lot of heavy breathing close to 
tire mouthpiece. 

"Hi," I said, "can I speak to your daddy?" 

"Yes." Long silence. 

"Today?" I asked. 

The receiver was clunked down on a tabletop and I could hear 
tire clatter of footsteps in a room that sounded as if it didn't have 
any carpeting, in due course, Robert Ackerman picked up tire phone. 
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"Lucy?" 

"It's Kinsey Millhone, Mr. Ackerman. I just got your message 
on my answering machine. Can you tell me what's going on?" 

"Oh wow, yeah..." 

He was interrupted by a piercing shriek that sounded like one 
of those policeman's whistles you use to discourage obscene phone 
callers. I didn't jerk back quite in time. "Shit, that hurt." 

1 listened patiently while he dealt with the errant child. 

"Sorry," he said when he came back on the line. "Look, is there 
any way you could come out to the house? I've got my hands full 
and I just can't get away." 

I took his address and brief directions, then headed out to my 

car. 

Robert and the missing Mrs. Ackerman lived in a housing tract 
that looked like it was built in the forties before anyone ever dreamed 
up the notion of family rooms, country kitchens, and his 'n' hers 
solar spas. What we had here was a basic drywall box; cramped 
living room with a dinning L, a kitchen and one bathroom 
sandwiched between two nine-by-twelve-foot bedrooms. When 
Robert answered the door I could just about see the whole place at 
a glance. The only thing the builders had been lavish with was the 
hardwood floors, which, in this case, was unfortunate Little 
children had banged and scraped these floors and had brought in 
some kind of foot grit that I sensed before I was even asked to step 
inside. 

Robert, though harried, had a boyish appeal; a man in his early 
thirties perhaps, lean and handsome, with dark eyes and dark hair 
that came to a pixie point in the middle of his forehead. He was 
wearing chinos and a plain white T-shirt. He had a baby, maybe 
eight months old, propped on his hip like a grocery bag. Another 
child clung to his right leg, while a third rode his tricycle at various 
walls and doorways, making quite loud sounds with his mouth. 

"Hi, come on in," Robert said. "Wecan talk outin the backyard 
while the kids play." His smile was sweet. 

I followed him through the tiny disorganized house and out to 
the backyard, wh e he set the baby down in a sandpile framed 
with two-by-fours. The second child held on to Robert's belt loops 
and stuck a thumb in its mouth, staring at me while the tricycle 
child tried to ride off the edge of the porch. I'm not fond of children. 
I'm really not. Especially the kind who wear hard brown shoes. 
Like dogs, these infants sensed my distaste and kept their distance, 
eyeing me with a mixture of rancor and disdain. 
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The backyard was scruffy, fenced in, and littered with the fifty- 
pound sacks the sand had come in. Robert gave the children 
homemade-style cookies out of a cardboard box and shooed them 
away. In fifteen minutes the sugar would probably turn them into 
lunatics. I gave my watch a quick glance, hoping to be gone by then. 

"You want a lawn chair?" 

"No, this is fine," I said and settled on the grass. There wasn't 
a lawn chair in sight, but the offer was nice anyway. 

He perched on the edge of the sandbox and ran a distracted 
hand across his head. "God, I’m sorry everything is such a mess, 
but Lucy hasn't been here for two days. She didn't come home from 
work on Friday and I've been a wreck ever since." 

"I take ityou notified the police." 

"Sure. Friday night. She never showed up at the babysitter's 
house to pick the kids up. I finally got a call here at seven asking 
where she was. I figured she'd just stopped off at the grocery story 
or something, so I went ahead and picked 'em up and brought 'em 
home. By ten o'clock when I hadn't heard from her, I knew something 
was wrong. I called her boss at home and he said as far as he knew 
she'd left work at five as usual, so thaf s when I called the police." 

"You filed a missing persons report?" 

"I can do that today. With an adult, you have to wait seventy- 
two hours, and even then, there's not much they can do." 

"What else did they suggest?" 

"The usual stuff, I guess. I mean, I called everyone we know. I 
talked to her mom in Bakersfield and this friend of hers at work. 
Nobody has any idea where she is. I'm scared something's happened 
to her." 

"You've checked with hospitals in the area, I take it." 

"Sure. Thaf s the first thing I did." 

"Did she give you any indication that anything was wrong?" 

"Not a word." 

"Was she depressed or behaving oddly?" 

"Well, she was kind of restless the past couple of months. She 
always seemed to get excited around this time of year. She said it 
reminded her of her old elementary school days." He shrugged. "I 
hated mine." 

"But she's never disappeared like this before." 

"Oh, heck no. I just mentioned her mood because you asked. I 
don't think it amounted to anything." 

"Does she have any problem with alcohol or drugs?" 

"Lucy isn't really like that," he said. "She's petite and kind of 
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quiet. A homebody, I guess you'd say." 

"What about your relationship? Do the two of you get along 
okay?" 

"As far as I'm concerned, we do. I mean, once in a while we get 
into it but never anything serious." 

"What are your disagreements about?" 

He smiled ruefully. "Money, mostly. With three kids, we never 
seem to have enough. I mean. I'm crazy about big families, but it's 
tough financially. I always wanted four or five, but she says three is 
plenty, especially with the oldest not in school yet. We fight about 
that some.. .having more kids." 

"You both work?" 

" We have to. Just to make ends meet. She has a job in an escrow 
company downtown, and I work for the phone company." 

"Doing what?" 

"Installer," he said. 

"Has there been any hint of someone else in her life?" 

He sighed, plucking at the grass between his feet. "In a way, I 
wish I could say yes. I'd like to think maybe she just got fed up or 
something and checked into a motel for the weekend. Something 
like that." 

"But you don't think she did." 

"Unh-uh and I'm going crazy with anxiety. Somebody's got to 
find out where she is." 

"Mr. Ackerman..." 

"You can call me Rob," he said. 

Clients always say that. I mean, unless their names are 
something else. 

"Rob," I said, "the police are truly your best bet in a situation 
like this. I'm just one person. They've got a vast machinery they can 
put to work and it won' t cost you a cent." 

"You charge a lot, huh?" 

"Thirty bucks an hour plus expenses." 

He thought about that for a moment, then gave me a searching 
look." Could you maybe put in ten hours? I got three hundred bucks 
we were saving for a trip to the San Diego Zoo." 

I pretended to think about it but the truth was, I knew I couldn't 
say no to that boyish face. Anyway, the kids were starting to whine 
and I wanted to get out of there. I waived the retainer and said I'd 
send him an itemized bill when the ten hours were up. I figured I 
could put a contract in die mail and reduce my contact with the 
short persons who were crowding around him now, begging for 
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more sweets. I asked for a recent photograph of Lucy, but all he 
could come up with was a two-year-old snapshot of her with the 
two older kids. She looked beleaguered even then, and that was 
before the third baby came along. I thought about quiet little Lucy 
Ackerman whose three strapping sons had legs tire size of my arms. 
If I were she, I knew where I'd be. Long gone. 

Lucy Ackerman was employed as an escrow officer for a small 
company on State Street not far from my office. It was a modest 
establishment of white walls, rust and brown plaid furniture with 
burnt orange carpeting. There were Gauguin reproductions all 
around and a live plant on every desk. I introduced myself first to 
the office manager, a Mrs. Merriman, who was in her sixties, had 
tall hair, and wore lace-up boots with stiletto heels. She looked like 
a woman who'd trade all her pension monies for a head-to-toe 
body tuck. 

I said, "Robert Ackerman has asked me to see if I can locate his 
wife." 

"Well, the poor man. I heard about that," she said with her 
mouth. Her eyes said, "Fat chance!" 

"Do you have any idea where she might be?" 

"I think you'd better talk to Mr. Sotherland." She had turned all 
prim and officious, butmy guess was she knew something and was 
dying to be asked. I intended to accommodate her as soon as I'd 
talked to him. The protocol in small offices. I've found, is ironclad. 

Gavin Sotherland got up from his swivel chair and stretched a 
big hand across the desk to shake mine. The other member of the 
office force, Barbara Hemdahl, the bookkeeper, got up from her chair 
simultaneously and excused herself. Mr. Sotherland watched her 
depart and then motioned me into the same seat. I sank into leather 
still hot from Barbara Hemdahl's backside, a curiously intimate 
effect. I made a mental note to find out what she knew, and then I 
looked, with interest, at the company vice president. I picked up all 
these names and job titles because his was cast in stand-up bronze 
letters on his desk, and the two women both had white plastic 
name tags affixed to their breasts, like nurses. As nearly as I could 
tell, there were only four of them in the office, including Lucy 
Ackerman, and I couldn't understand how they could fail to identify 
each other on sight. Maybe all the badges were for clients who 
couldn't be trusted to tell one from the other without the proper id's. 

Gavin Sotherland was large, an ex-jock to all appearances, 
maybe forty-five years old, with a heavy head of blond hair thinning 
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slightly at the crown. He had a slight paunch, a slight stoop to his 
.shoulders, and a grip that was damp with sweat. He had his coat 
off, and his once-starched white shirt was limp and wrinkled, his 
beige gabardine pants heavily creased across the lap. Altogether, 
he looked like a man who'd just crossed a continent by rail. Still, I 
was forced to credit him with good looks, even if he had let himself 
go to seed. 

"Nice to meet you. Miss Millhone. I'm so glad you're here." His 
voice was deep and rumbling, with confidence-inspiring 
undertones. On the other hand, I didn't like the look in his eyes. He 
could have been a con man, for all I knew. "I understand Mrs. 
Ackerman never got home Friday night," he said. 

"That's what I'm told," I replied. "Can you tell me anything 
about her day here?" 

He studied me briefly. "Well, now I’m going to have to be honest 
with you. Our bookkeeper has come across some discrepancies in 
the accounts. It looks like Lucy Ackerman has just walked off with 
half a million dollars entrusted to us." 

"How'd she manage that?" 

I was picturing Lucy Ackerman, free of those truck-busting kids, 
lying on a beach in Rio, slurping some kind of rum drink out of a 
coconut. 

Mr. Sotherland. looked pained. "In the most straightforward 
manner imaginable," he said. "It looks like she opened a new bank 
account at a branch in Montebello and deposited ten checks that 
should have gone into other accounts. Last Friday, she withdrew 
over five hundred thousand dollars in cash, claiming we were 
closing out a big real estate deal. We found the passbook in her 
bottom drawer." He tossed the bookletacross the desk to me and I 
picked it up. The word VOID had been punched into the pages in a 
series of holes. A quick glance showed ten deposits at intervals 
dating back over the past three months and a zero balance as of last 
Friday's date. 

"Didn't anybody else double-check this stuff?" 

"We'd just undergone our annual audit in June. Everything 
was fine. We trusted this woman implicitly and had every reason 
to." 

"You discovered the loss this morning?" 

"Yes, ma'am, but I'll admit I was suspicious Friday night when 
Robert Ackerman called me at home. It was completely unlike that 
woman to disappear without a word. She's worked here eight years, 
and she's been punctual and conscientious since the day she 
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walked in." 

"Well, punctual at any rate," I said. "Have you notified the 

police?" 

"I was just about to do that. I’ll have to alert the Department of 
Corporations, too. God, I can't believe she did this to us. I'll be fired. 
They'll probably shut this entire office down." 

"Would you mind if I had a quick look around?" 

"To what end?" 

"There's always a chance we can figure out where she went. If 
we move fast enough, maybe we can catch her before she gets away 
with it." 

"Well, I doubt that," he said. "The last anybody saw her was 
Friday afternoon. That's two full days. She could be anywhere by 
now." 

"Mr. Sotherland, her husband has already authorized three 
hundred dollars' worth of my time. Why not take advantage of it?" 

He stared at me. "Won't the police object?" 

"Probably. But I don't intend to get in anybody's way, and 
whatever I find out. I'll turn over to them. They may not be able to 
get a fraud detective out here until late morning anyway. If I get a 
line on her, it'll make you look good to the company and to the 
cops." 

He gave a sigh of resignation and waved his hand. "Hell, I 
don't care. Do what you want." 

When I left his office, he was putting the call through to the 
police department. 

I sat briefly at Lucy's desk, which was neat and well organized. 
Her drawers contained the usual office supplies; no personal items 
at all. There was a calendar on her desktop, one of those loose-leaf 
affairs with a page for each day. I checked back through the past 
couple of months. The only personal notation was for an 
appointment at the Women's Health Center August 2, and a second 
visit last Friday afternoon. It must have been a busy day for Lucy, 
what with a doctor's appointment and ripping off her company for 
half a million bucks. I made a note of the address she'd penciled in 
at the time of her first visit. The other two women in the office were 
keeping an eye on me, I noticed, though both pretended to be occupied 
w ith paperwork. 

When I finished my search, I got up and crossed the room to 
Mrs. Merriman's desk. "Is there any way I can make a copy of the 
passbook for that account Mrs. Ackerman opened?" 

" W’ell, yes, if Mr. Sotherland approves," she said. 
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"I'm also wondering where she kept her coat and purse during 
the day." 

"In the back. We each have a locker in the storage room." 

"I'd like to take a look at that, too." 

I waited patiently while she cleared both matters with her boss, 
and then I accompanied her to the rear. There was a door that 
opened onto the parking lot. To the left of it was a small rest room 
and, on the right, there was a storage room that housed four 
connecting upright metal lockers, the copy machine, and numerous 
shelves neatly stacked with office supplies. Each shoulder-high 
locker was marked with a name. Lucy Ackerman's was still securely 
padlocked. There was something about the blank look of that locker 
that seemed ominous somehow. I looked at the lock, fairly itching to 
have a crack at it with my little set of key picks, but I didn't want to 
push my luck with the cops on the way. 

"I'd like for someone to let me know what's in that locker when 
it 7 s finally opened," I remarked while Mrs. Merriman ran off the 
copy of the passbook pages for me. 

"This, too," I said, handing her a carbon of the withdrawal slip 
Lucy'd been required to sign in receipt of the cash. It had been 
folded and tucked into the back of the booklet "You have any theories 
about where she went?" 

Mrs. Merriman's mouth pursed piously, as though she were 
debating with herself about how much she might say. 

"I wouldn't want to be accused of talking out of school," she 
ventured. 

"Mrs. Merriman, it does look like a crime's been committed," I 
suggested. "The police are going to ask you the same thing when 
they get here." 

"Oh. Well, in that case, I suppose it's all right. I mean, I don't 
have the faintest idea where she is, but I do think she's been acting 
oddly the past few months." 

"Like what?" 

"She seemed secretive. Smug. Like she knew something the rest 
of us didn't know about." 

"That certainly turned out to be the case," I said. 

"Oh, I didn tmean it was related to that," she said hesitantly. 
"I think she was having an affair." 

That got my attention." An affair? With whom?" 

She paused for a moment, touching at one of the hairpins that 
supported her ornate hairdo. She allowed her gaze to stray back 
tow'ard Mr. Sotherland's office. I turned and looked in that direction. 
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"Really?" I said. "No wonder he was in a sweat," I thought. 

"I couldn't swear to it," she murmured, "But his marriage has 
been rocky for years, and I gather she hasn't been that happy herself. 
She has those beastly little boys, you know, and a husband who 
seems determined to spawn more. She and Mr. Sotherland... Gavie, 
she calls him.. .have.. .well. I'm sure they've been together. Whether 
it's connected to this matter of the missing money, I wouldn't 
presume to guess." Having said as much, she was suddenly uneasy. 
"You won't repeat what I've said to the police, I hope." 

"Absolutely not," I said. "Unless they ask, of course." 

"Oh. Of course." 

"By the way, is there a company travel agent?" 

"Right next door," she replied. 

I had a brief chat with the bookkeeper, who added nothing to 
the general picture of Lucy Ackerman's last few days at work. I 
retrieved my VW from the parking lot and headed over to the health 
center eight blocks away, wondering what Lucy had been up to. I 
was guessing birth control and probably the permanent sort. If she 
were having an affair (and determined not to get pregnant again in 
any event), it would seem logical, but I hadn't any idea how to 
verify the fact. Medical personnel are notoriously stingy with 
information like that. 

I parked in front of the clinic and grabbed my clipboard from 
the backseat. I have a supply of all-purpose forms for occasions like 
this. They look like a cross between a job application and an 
insurance claim. I filled one out now in Lucy's name and forged her 
signature at the bottom where it said "authorization to release 
information." As a model, I used the Xerox copy of the withdrawal 
slip she'd tucked in her passbook. I'll admit my methods would be 
considered unorthodox, nay illegal, in the eyes of law-enforcement 
officers everywhere, but I reasoned that the information I was seeking 
would never actually be used in court, and therefore it couldn't 
matter that much how it was obtained. 

I went into the clinic, noting gratefully the near-empty waiting 
room. I approached the counter and took out my wallet with my 
California Fidelity ID. I do occasional insurance investigations for 
CF in exchange for office space. They once made the mistake of 
issuing me a company identification card with my picture right on 
it that I've been flashing around quite shamelessly ever since. 

I had a choice of three female clerks and, after a brief assessment, 
I made eye contact with the oldest of them. In places like this, the 
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younger employees usually have no authority at all and are, thus, 
impossible to con. People without authority will often simply stand 
there, reciting the rules like mynah birds. Having no power, they 
also seem to take a vicious satisfaction in forcing others to comply. 

The woman approached the counter on her side, looking at me 
expectantly. 1 showed my CF ID and made die form on the clipboard 
conspicuous, as though I had nothing to hide. 

"Hi. My name is Kinsey Millhone," I said. “I wonder if you can 
give me some help. Your name is what?" 

She seemed wary of the request, as though her name had magical 
powers that might be taken from her by force. "Lillian Vincent" she 
said reluctandy. "What sort of help did you need?" 

"Lucy Ackerman has applied for some insurance benefits and 
we need verification of the claim. You'll want a copy of the release 
form for your files, of course." 

I passed the forged paper to her and then busied myself with 
my clipboard as though it were all perfectiy matter-of-fact. 

She was instandy alert. "What is this?" 

I gave her a look. 'Oh, sorry. She's applying for maternity leave 
and we need her due date." 

"Maternity leave?" 

"Isn't she £ patient here?" 

Lillian Vincent looked at me. "Just a moment," she said, and 
moved away from the desk with the form in hand. She went to a file 
cabinet and extracted a chart returning to die counter. She pushed 
it over to me. "The woman has had a tubal ligation," she said, her 
maimer crisp. 

I blinked, smiling slightly as though she were making a joke. 
"There must be some mistake." 

" Lucy Ackerman must have made it then if she dunks she can 
pull this off." She opened the chart and tapped significantly at the 
August 2 date. "She was just in here Friday for a final checkup and 
a medical release. She's sterile." 

I looked at the chart. Sure enough, that's what it said. I raised 
my eyebrows and then shook my head slightly. "God. Well. I guess 
I better have a copy of that." 

"I should think so," the woman said and ran one off for me on 
the desktop dry copier. She placed it on the counter and watched as 
I tucked it onto my clipboard. 

She said, "I don't know how they think they can get away with it" 

"People love to cheat," I replied. 
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It was nearly noon by the time I got back to the travel agency 
next door to the place where Lucy Ackerman had worked. It didn't 
take any time at all to unearth die reservations she'd made two 
weeks before. Buenos Aires, first class on Pan Am. For one. She'd 
picked up the ticket Friday afternoon just before the agency closed 
for the weekend. 

The travel agent rested his elbows on the counter and looked at 
me with interest, hoping to hear all the gory details. I'm sure. "I 
heard about that business next door," he said. He was young, maybe 
twenty-four, with a pug nose, auburn hair and a gap between his 
teeth. He'd make the perfect co-star on a wholesome family TV show. 

"How'd she pay for the tickets?" 

"Cash," he said. "I mean, who'd have thunk?" 

"Did she say anything in particular at the time?" 

"Not really. She seemed jazzed and we joked some about 
Montezuma’s revenge and stuff like that. I knew she was married, 
and I was asking her all about who was keeping the kids and what 
her old man was going to do while she was gone. God, I never in a 
million years guessed she was pulling off a scam like that, you 
know?" 

"Did you ask why she was going to Argentina by herself?" 

• "Well, yeah, and she said it was a surprise." He shrugged." It 
didn't really make sense, but she was laughing like a kid, and I 
thought I just didn't get the joke." 

I asked for a copy of the itinerary, such as it was. She had paid 
for a round-trip ticket, but there were no reservations coming back. 
Maybe she intended to cash in the return ticket once she got down 
there. I tucked the travel docs onto my clipboard along with the 
copy of her medical forms. Something about this whole deal had 
begun to chafe, but I couldn't figure out quite why. 

"Thanks for your help," I said, heading toward the door. 

"No problem. I guess the other guy didn't get it cither," he 
remarked. 

I paused, midstride, turning back. "Get what?" 

" The joke. I heard' em next door and they were fighting like cats 
and dogs. He was pissed." 

"Really?" I asked. I stared at him. "What time was this?" 

"Five-fifteen. Something like that. They were closed and so were 
we, but Dad wanted me to stick around for a while until the cleaning 
crew got here. He owns this place, which is how I got in the business 
myself. These new guys were starting and he wanted me to make 
sure they understood what to do." 
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" Are you going to be here for a while?" 

"Sure." 

"Good. The police may want to hear about this." 

I went back into the escrow office with mental alarm bells 
clanging away like crazy. Both Barbara Hemdahl and Mrs. Merriman 
had opted to eat lunch in. Or maybe the cops had ordered them to 
stay where they were. The bookkeeper sat at her desk with a 
sandwich, apple, and a carton of mi lk neatly arranged in front of 
her, while Mrs. Merriman picked at something in a plastic container 
she must have brought in from a fast-food place. 

"How's it going?" I asked. 

Barbara Hemdahl spoke up from her side of the room. "The 
detectives went off for a search warrant so they can get in all the 
lockers back there, collecting evidence," 

"Only one of 'em is locked," I pointed out. 

She shrugged. "I guess they can't even peek without the 
paperwork." 

Mrs. Merriman spoke up then, her expression tinged with guilt 
"Actually, they asked the rest of us if we'd open our lockers 
voluntarily, so of course we did." 

Mrs. Merriman and Barbara Hemdahl exchanged a look. 

"And?" 

Mrs. Merriman colored slightly. "There was an overnight case 
in Mr. Sotherland's locker, and I guess the things in it were hers." 

"Is it still back there?" 

"Well, yes, but they left a uniformed officer on guard so nobody'd 
walk off with it. They’ve got everything spread out on the copy 
machine." 

I went through the rear of the office, peering into the storage 
room. I knew the guy on duty and he didn't object to my doing a 
visual survey of the items, as long as I didn't touch anything. The 
overnight case had been packed with all the personal belongings 
women like to keep on hand in case the rest of the luggage gets sent 
to Mexicali by mistake. I spotted a toothbrush and toothpaste, 
slippers, a filmy nightie, prescription drugs, hairbrush, extra 
eyeglasses in a case. Tucked under a change of underwear, I spotted 
a round plastic container, slightly convex, about the size of a 
compact. 

Gavin Sotherland was still sitting at his desk when I stopped 
by his office. His skin tone was gray and his shirt was hanging out, 
big rings of sweat under each arm. He was smoking a cigarette with 
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the air of a man who's quit the habit and has taken it up again 
under duress. A second uniformed officer was standing just inside 
the door to my right. 

I leaned against the frame, but Gavin scarcely looked up. 

I said, "You knew what she was doing, but you thought she'd 
take you with her when she left." 

His smile was bitter. "Life is full of surprises," he said. 

I was going to have to tell Robert Ackerman what I'd discovered, 
and I dreaded it. As a stalling manoeuver, just to demonstrate what 
a good girl I was, I drove over to the police station first and dropped 
off the data I'd collected, filling them in on the theory I'd come up 
with. They didn't exactly pin a medal on me, but they weren't as 
pissed off as I thought they'd be, given the number of civil codes I'd 
violated in the process. They were even moderately courteous, which 
is unusual in their treatment of me. Unfortunately, none of it took 
that long and before I knew it, I was standing at the Ackermans' 
front door again. 

I rang the bell and waited, bad jokes running through my head. 
Well, there's good news and bad news, Robert. The good news is 
we've wrapped it up with hours to spare so you won't have to pay 
me the full three hundred dollars we agreed to. The bad news is 
your wife's a thief, she's probably dead, and we're just getting out a 
warrant now, because we think we know where die body's stashed. 

The door opened and Robert was standing there with a finger 
to his lips. "The kids are down for their naps," he whispered. 

I nodded elaborately, pantomiming my understanding, as 
though the silence he'd imposed required this special behavior on 
my part. 

He motioned me in and together we tiptoed through the house 
and out to the backyard, where we continued to talk in low tones. I 
wasn't sure which bedroom the little rugrats slept in, and I didn't 
want to be responsible for waking them. 

Half a day of playing papa to the boys had left Robert looking 
disheveled and sorely in need of relief. 

"I didn't expect you back this soon," he whispered. 

I found myself whispering too, feeling anxious at the sense of 
secrecy. It reminded me of grade school somehow: the smell of 
autumn hanging in the air, the two of us perched on the edge of the 
sandbox like little kids, conspiring-1 didn't want to break his heart, 
but what I was to do? 

"I think we've got it wrapped up," I said. 

He looked at me for a moment, apparently guessing from my 
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expression that the news wasn't good. "Is she okay?" 

" We don't think so," I said. And then I told him what I'd learned, 
starting with the embezzlement and the relationship with Gavin, 
taking it right through to the quarrel the travel agent had heard. 
Robert was way ahead of me. 

"She's dead, isn't she?" 

"We don't know it for a fact, but we suspect as much." 

He nodded, tears welling up. He wrapped his arms around his 
knees and propped his chin on his fists. He looked so young, I 
wanted to reach out and touch him. "She was really having an 
affair?" be asked plaintively. 

"You must have suspected as much," I said. "You said she was 
restless and excited for months. Didn't that give you a clue?" 

He shrugged one shoulder, using the sleeve of his T-shirt to 
dash at the tears trickling down his cheeks. 'I don't know," he said. 
"I guess." 

" And then you stopped by the office Friday afternoon and found 
her getting ready to leave the country. That's when you killed her, 
isn't it?" 

He froze, staring at me. At first, I thought he'd deny it, but 
maybe be realized there wasn’t any point. He nodded mutely. 

"And then you hired me to make it look good, right?" 

He made a kind of squeaking sound in the back of his throat 
and sobbed once, his voice reduced to a whisper again. "She 
shouldn't have done it... betrayed us like that. We loved her so 
much..." 

" Have you got the money here?" 

He nodded, looking miserable. "I wasn't going to pay your fee 
out of that," he said incongruously. "We really did have a little 
fund so we could go to San Diego one day." 

"I'm sorry things didn't work out," I said. 

"I didn't do so bad, though, did I? I mean, I could have gotten 
away with it, don't you think?" 

I'd been talking about the trip to the zoo. He thought I was 
referring to his murdering his wife. Talk about poor communication. 
God. 

"Well, you nearly pulled it off," I said. Shit, I was sitting there 
trying to make the guy feel good. 

He looked at me piteously, eyes red and flooded, his mouth 
trembling. "But where did I slip up? What did l do wrong?" 

"You put her diaphragm in the overnight case you packed. 
You thought you'd shift suspicion onto Gavin Sotherland, but you 
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didn't realize she'd had her tubes tied." 

A momentary rage flashed through his eyes and then flickered 
out. I suspected that her voluntary sterilization was more insulting 
to him than the affair with her boss. 

"Jesus, I don't know what she saw in him," he breathed. "He 
was such a pig." 

"Well," I said, "if it's any comfort to you, she wasn't going to 
take him with her, either. She just wanted freedom, you know?" 

He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose, trying to 
compose himself. He mopped his eyes, shivering with tension. 
"How can you prove it, though, without a body? Do you know 
where she is?" 

" I think we do,” 1 said softly. "The sandbox, Robert. Right under 

us." 

He seemed to shrink. "Oh, God," he whispered, "Oh, God, don't 
turn me in. I'll give you the money, I don't give a damn. Just let me 
stay here with my kids. The little guys need me. I did it for them. I 
swear I did. You don't have to tell the cops, do you?" 

i shook my head and opened my shirt collar, showing him the 
mike. "I don't have to tell a soul, I'm wired for sound," I said, and 
then I looked over toward the side yard. 

For once, I was glad to see Lieutenant Dolan amble into view’. 



JOHN LUTZ 

(b.1939) 


Ride the Lighting 

(Alo Nudger) 


A slanted sheet of rain swept like a scythe across Placid Cove 
Trailer Park. For an instant, an intricate web of lightning illumined 
the park. The rows of mobile homes loomed square and still and 
pale against the night, reminding Nudger of tombs with awnings 
and TV antennas. He held his umbrella at a sharp angle to the wind 
as he walked, putting a hand in his pocket to pull out a scrap of 
paper and double-check the address he was trying to find in the 
maze of trailers. Finally, at the end of Tranquility' Lane, he found 
Number 307 and knocked on its metal door. 

"I'm Nudger," he said when the door opened. 

For several seconds the woman in the doorway stood staring 
out at him, rain blowing in beneath the metal awning to spot her 
cornflower-colored dress and ruffle her straw blond hair. She was 
tall but very thin, fragile-looking, and appeared at first glance to be 
about twelve years old. Second glance revealed her to be in her mid¬ 
twenties. She had slight crow's feet at the corners of her luminous 
blue eyes when she winced as a raindrop struck her face, a knowing 
cast to her oversized, girlish, full-lipped mouth, and slightly buck 
teeth. Her looks were hers alone. There was no one who could look 
much like her, no middle ground with her; men would consider her 
scrawny and homely, or they would see her as uniquely sensuous. 
Nudger liked coltish girl-women; he catalogued her as attractive. 

"Whoeee!" she said at last, as if seeing for the first time beyond 
Nudger. "Ain't it raining something terrible?" 

"It is," Nudger agreed. "And on me." 

Her entire thin body gave a quick, nervous kind of jerk as she 
smiled apologetically. "I'm Holly Ann Adams, Mr. Nudger. And 
you are getting wet, all right. Come on in." 

She moved aside and Nudger stepped up into the trailer. He 
expected it to be surprisingly spacious; he'd once lived in a trailer 
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a nd remembered them as such. This one was cramped and 
confining. The furniture \vas cheap and its upholstery was 
threadbare; a portable black and white TV on a tiny table near the 
Scotch-plaid sofa was blaring shouts of ecstasy emitted by “The 
price is Right" contestants. The air was thick with the smell of 
something greasy that had been fried too long. 

Holly Ann cleared a stack of People magazines from a vinyl 
chair and motioned for Nudger to sit down. He folded his umbrella, 
left it by the door, and sat. Holly Ann started to say something, then 
jerked her body in that peculiar way of hers, almost a twitch, as if 
she'd just remembered something not only with her mind but with 
her blood and muscle, and walked over and switched off the noisy 
television. In the abrupt silence, the rain seemed to beat on the metal 
roof with added fury. "Now we can talk," Holly Ann proclaimed, 
sitting opposite Nudger on the undersized sofa. "You a sure-enough 
private investigator?" 

"I'm that," Nudger said. "Did someone recommend me to you. 
Miss Adams?" 

" Gotcha out of the Yellow Pages. And if you're gonna work for 
me, it might as well be Holly Ann without the Adams." 

"Except on the check," Nudger said. 

She grinned a devilish twelve-year-old's grin. "Oh, sure, don't 
worry none about that. I wrote you out a check already, just gotta 
fill in the amount. That is, if you agree to take the job. You might 
not." 

"Why not?" 

"It has to do with my fiance, Curtis Colt." 

Nudger listened for a few seconds to the rain crashing on the 
roof. "The Curtis Colt who's going to be executed next week?" 

"That's the one. Only he didn't kill that liquor store woman; I 
know it for a fact. It ain't right he should have to ride the lightning." 

"Ride the lightning?" 

"That's what convicts call dying in the electric chair, Mr. 
Nudger. They call that chair lotsa things: Old Sparky.. .The Lord's 
Frying Pan. But Curtis don't belong sitting in it wired up, and I can 
prove it." 

"It's a little late for that kind of talk," Nudger said. "Or did you 
testify for Curtis in court?" 

"Nope. Couldn't testify. You'll see why. All them lawyers and 
the judge and jury don't even know about me. Curtis didn't want 
them to know, so he never told them." She crossed her legs and 
swung her right calf jauntily. She was smiling as if trying to flirt 
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him into wanting to know more about the job so he could free Curtis 
Colt by a governor's reprieve at tire last minute, as in an old movie. 

Nudger looked at her gauntly pretty, country-girl face and said, 
"Tell me about Curtis Colt, Holly Ann." 

"You mean you didn't read about him in the newspapers or see 
him on the television?" 

"I only scan the media for misinformation. Give me the details." 

"Well, they say Curtis was inside the liquor store, sticking it 
up-him and his partner had done three other places that night, all 
of 'em gas stations, though-when the old man that owned the place 
came out of a back room and seen his wife there behind the counter 
with her hands up and Curtis holding the gun on her. So the old 
man lost his head and ran at Curtis, and Curtis had to shoot him. 
Then the woman got mad when she seen that and ran at Curtis, and 
Curtis shot her. She's the one that died. The old man, he'll live, but 
he can’t talk nor think nor even feed himself." 

Nudger remembered more about the case now. Curtis Colt had 
been found guilty of first degree murder, and because of a debate in 
the legislature over the merits of cyanide gas versus electricity, the 
state was breaking out the electric chair to make him its first killer 
executed by electricity in over a quarter of a century. Those of the 
back-to-basics school considered that progress. 

"They're gonna shoot Curtis full of electricity next Saturday, 
Mr. Nudger," Holly Ann said plaintively. She sounded like a little 
girl complaining that tire grade on her report card wasn't fair. 

"I know," Nudger said. "ButI don'tsee how I can help you. Or, 
more specifically, help Curtis." 

"You know what they say thoughts really are, Mr. Nudger?" 
Holly Ann said, ignoring his professed helplessness. Her wide blue 
eyes were vague as she searched for words. "Thoughts ain't really 
nothing but tiny electrical impulses in the brain. I read that 
somewheres or other. What I can't help wondering is, when they 
shoot all that electricity into Curtis, what's it gonna be like to his 
thinking? How long will it seem like to him before he finally dies? 
Will there be a big burst of crazy thoughts along with the pain? I 
know it sounds loony, but I can't help laying awake nights thinking 
about that, and I feel I just gotta do whatever's left to try and help 
Curtis." 

There was a sort of checkout-line tabloid logic in that, Nudger 
conceded; if thoughts were actually weak electrical impulses, then 
high-voltage electrical impulses could become exaggerated, horrible 
thoughts. Anyway, try to disprove it to Holly Ann. 
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"They never did catch Curtis's buddy, the driver who sped 
away and left him in that service station, did they?" Nudger asked. 

"Nope. Curtis never told who the driver was, neither, no matter 
how much he was threatened. Curtis is a stubborn man." 

Nudger was getting the idea. 

"But you know who was driving the car." 

"Yep. And he told me him and Curtis was miles away from that 
liquor store at the time it was robbed. When he seen the police 
closing in on Curtis in that gas station where Curtis was buying 
cigarettes, he hit the accelerator and got out of the parking lot before 
they could catch him. The police didn't even get the car's license 
plate number.” 

Nudger rubbed a hand a cross his chin, watching Holly Ann 
swing her leg as if it were a shapely metronome. She was barefoot 
and wearing no nylon hose. "The jury thought Curtis not only was 
t the liquor store, but that he shot the old man and woman in cold 
olood." 

"Thatain't true, though. Not according to-" she caughtherself 
before uttering the man's name. 

"Curtis's friend," Nudger finished. 

"That's right. And he ought to know," Holly Ann said 
righteously, as if that piece of information were the trump card and 
the argument was over. 

"None of this means anything unless the driver comes forward 
and substantiates that he was with Curtis somewhere other than at 
the liquor store when it was robbed." 

HoEy Ann nodded and stopped swinging her leg. "I know. But 
he won't. He can't. That's where you come in." 

"My profession might enjoy a reputation a notch lower than 
dognapper," Nudger said, "but I don't hire out to do anything 
illegal." 

"What I want you to do is legal," Holly Ann said in a hurt little 
voice. Nudger looked past her into the dollhouse kitchen and saw 
an empty gin bottle. He wondered if she might be slightly drunk. 
"It's the eyewitness accounts that got Curtis convicted," she went 
on. "And those people are wrong. I want you to figure out some 
way to convince them it wasn’t Curtis they saw that night." 

"Four people, two of them customers in the store, picked Curtis 
out of a police lineup." 

"So what? Ain't eyewitnesses often mistaken?" 

Nudger had to admit that they were, thoughhe didn't see how 
they could be in this case. There were, after aE, four of them. And 
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yet, Holly Ann was right; it was amazing how people could 
sometimes be so certain that the wrong man had committed a crime 
just five feet in front of them. 

"I want you to talk to them witnesses," Holly Ann said. "Find 
out why they think Curtis was the killer. Then show them how they 
might be wrong and get them to change what they said. We got the 
truth on our side, Mr. Nudger. At least one witness will change his 
story when he's made to think about it, because Curtis wasn't where 
they said he was." 

"Curtis has exhausted all his appeals," Nudger said. "Even if 
all the witnesses changed their stories, it wouldn't necessarily mean 
he'd get a new trial." 

"Maybe not, but I betcha they wouldn't kill him. They couldn't 
stand the publicity if enough witnesses said they was wrong, it. 
was somebody else killed the old woman. Then, just maybe, 
eventually, he'd get another trial and get out of prison." 

Nudger was awed. Here was foolish optimism that transcended 
even his own. He had to admire Holly Ann. 

The leg started pumping again beneath the cornflower-colored 
dress. When Nudger lowered his gaze to stare at it. Holly Ann said, 
"So will you help me, Mr. Nudger?" 

"Sure. It sounds easy." 

"Why should I worry about it anymore?" Randy Gantner asked 
Nudger, leaning on his shovel. He didn't mind talking to Nudger; 

it meant a break from his construction job on the new Interstate 
170 cloverleaf. "Colt's been found guilty and he's going to the chair, 
ain't he?" 

The afternoon sun was hammering down on Nudger, warming 
the back of his neck and making his stomach queasy. He thumbed 
an antacid tablet off the roll he kept in his shirt pocket and popped 
one of the white disks into his mouth. With his other hand, he was 
holding up a photograph of Curtis Colt for Gantner to see. It was a 
snapshot Holly Ann had given him of the wiry, shirtless Colt leaning 
on a fence post and holding a beer can high in a mock toast this 
one's for Death! 

"This is a photograph you never saw in court Ijustwantyouto 
look atit closely and tell me again if you're sure the man you saw in 
the liquor store was Colt Even if it makes no difference in whether 
he's executed, it will help ease the mind of somebody who loves 
him." 

"I'd be a fool to change my story about what happened now 
that the trial's over," Gantner said logically. 
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"You'd be a murderer if you ready weren't sure." 

Gantner sighed, dragged a dirty red handkerchief from his jeans 
pocket, and wiped his beefy, perspiring face. He peered at the photo, 
then shrugged. "U s him, Colt, the guy I seen shoot the man and 
woman when I was standing in the back aisle of the liquor store. If 
he'd known me and Sanders was back there, he'd have probably 
zapped us along with them old folks." 

"You're positive it's the same man?" 

Gantner spat off to the side and frowned; Nudger was becoming 
a pest, and the foreman was staring. "1 said it to the police and the 
jury, Nudger; that little twerp Colt did the old lady in. Ask me, he 
deserves what he's gonna get." 

"Did you actually see the shots fired?" 

"Nope. Me and Sanders was in the back aisle looking for some 
reasonable-priced bourbon when we heard the shots, then looked 
around to see Curtis Colt back away, turn, and run out to the car. 
Looked like a black or dark green old Ford. Colt fired another shot 
as it drove away." 

"Did you see the driver?" 

"Sort of. Skinny dude with curly black hair and a mustache. 
That's what I told the cops. That's all I seen. That's all I know." 

And that was the end of the conversation. The foreman was 
walking toward them, glaring. Thunk! Gantner's shovel sliced deep 
into tire earth, speeding the day when there'd be another place for 
traffic to get backed up. Nudger thanked him and advised him not 
to work too hard in the hot sun. 

"You wanna help?" Gantner asked, grinning sweatily. 

"I'm already doing some digging of my own," Nudger said, 
walking away before the foreman arrived. 

The other witnesses also stood by their identifications. The 
fourth and last one Nudger talked with, an elderly woman named 
Iris Langeneckert, who had been walking her dog near the liquor 
store and had seen Curtis Colt dash out the door and into the 
getaway car, said something that Gantner had touched on. When 
she'd described the getaway car driver, like Gantner she said he 
was a thin man with curly black hair and a beard or mustache, then 
she had added, "Like Curtis ColLs hair and mustache." 

Nudger looked again at the snapshot Holly Ann had given 
him. Curtis Colt was about five foot nine, skinny, and mean-looking, 
with a broad bandito mustache and a mop of curly, greasy black 
hair. Nudger wondered if it was possible that the getaway car driver 
had been Curtis Colt himself, and his accomplice had killed the 
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shopkeeper. Even Nudger found that one hard to believe. 

He drove to his second-floor office in the near suburb of 
Maplewood and sat behind his desk in the blast of cold air from the 
window unit, sipping the complimentary paper cup of iced tea 
he'd brought up from Danny's Donuts directly below. The sweet 
smell of the doughnuts was heavier than usual in the office; Nudger 
had never quite gotten used to it and what it did to his sensitive 
stomach. 

When he was cool enough to think clearly again, he decided he 
needed more information on the holdup, and on Curtis Colt, from 
more objective source than Holly Ann Adams. He phoned 
Lieutenant Jack Hammersmith at home and was told by 
Hammersmith's son Jed that Hammersmith had just driven away 
to go to work on the afternoon shift so it would be awhile before he 
got to his office. 

Nudger checked his answering machine, proving that hope 
did indeed spring eternal in a fool's breast There was a terse message 
from his former wife Eileen demanding last month's alimony 
payment; a solemn-voiced young man reading an address where 
Nudger could send a check to help pay to form a watchdog committee 
that would stop the utilities from continually raising their rates; 
and a cheerful man informing Nudger that with the labels from ten 
packages of a brand name hot dog he could get a Cardinal's ballgame 
ticket at half price. (That meant eating over eighty hot dogs. Nudger 
calculated that baseball season would be over by the time he did 
that.) Everyone seemed to want some of Nudger's money. No one 
wanted to pay Nudger any money. Except for Holly Ann Adams. 
Nudger decided he'd better step up his efforts on the Curtis Colt 
case. 

He titled back his head, downed the last dribble of iced tea, 
then tried to eat what was left of the crushed ice. But the ice clung 
stubbornly to the bottom of the cup, taunting him. Nudger's life 
was like that. 

He crumpled up the paper cup and tossed it, ice and all, into 
the wastebasket. Then he went downstairs where his Volkswagen 
was parked in the shade behind the building and drove cast on 
Manchester, toward downtown and the Third District station house. 

Police Lieutenant Jack Hammersmith was in his Third District 
office, sleek, obese, and cool-looking behind his wide metal desk. 
He was pounds and years away from the handsome cop who'd 
been Nudger's partner a decade ago in a two-man patrol car. Nudger 
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could still see traces of a dashing quality in the flesh-upholstered 
Hammersmith, but he wondered if that was only because he'd 
known Hammersmith ten years ago. 

"Sit down. Nudge," Hammersmith invited, his lips smiling but 
his slate gray, cop's eyes unreadable. If eyes were the windows to 
the soul, his shades were always down. 

Nudger sat in one of the straight-backed chairs in front of 
Hammersmith's desk. "I need some help," he said. 

"Sure," Hammersmith said, "you never come see me just to 
trade recipes or to sit and rock." Hammersmith was partial to irony; 
it was a good thing, in his line of work. 

"1 need to know more aboutCurtis Colt," Nudger said. 

Hammersmith got one of his vile greenish cigars out of his shirt 
pocket and stared intently at it, as if its paper ring label might reveal 
some secret of life and death. "Colt, eh? The guy who's going to ride 
the lightning?" 

"That's the second time in the past few days I've heard that 
expression. The first time was from Colt's fiancee. She thinks he's 
innocent." 

"Fiancees think along those lines. Is she your client?" 

Nudger nodded but didn't volunteer Holly Ann's name. 

"Gullibility makes the world go round." Hammersmith said. "I 
was in charge of the Homicide investigation on that one. There's 
not a chance Colt is innocent. Nudge." 

"Four eyewitness I.D.'s is compelling evidence," Nudger 
admitted. "What about die getaway car driver? His description is a 
lot like Colt's. Maybe he's the one who did the shooting and Colt 
was die driver." 

"Colt's lawyer hit on that. The jury didn't buy it. Neither do I. 
The man is guilty, Nudge." 

"You know how inaccurate eyewitness accounts are," Nudger 
persisted. 

That seemed to get Hammersmith mad. He lit the cigar. The 
office immediately fogged up. 

Nudger made his tone more amicable. "Mind if I look at the file 
on the Colt case?" 

Hammersmith gazed thoughtfully at Nudger through a dense 
greenish haze. He inhaled, exhaled; the haze became a cloud. "How 
come this fiancee didn't turn up at the trial to testify for Colt? She 
could have at least lied and said he was with her that night." 

"Coltapparently didn't want her subjected to taking the stand." 

"How noble," Hammersmith said. "What makes this fiancee 
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think her prince charming is innocent?" 

"She knows he was somewhere else when the shopkeepers 
were shot." 

"But not with her?" 

"Nope." 

"Well, that 7 s refreshing." 

Maybe it was refreshing enough to make up Hammersmith's 
mind. He picked up the phone and asked for the Colt file. Nudger 
could barely make out what he was saying around the fat cigar, but 
apparently everyone at the Third was used to Hammersmith and 
could interpret cigarese. 

The file didn't reveal much that Nudger didn't know. Fifteen 
minutes after the liquor store shooting, officers from a two-man 
patrol car, acting on the broadcast description of die gunman, 
approached Curtis Colt inside a service station where he was buying 
a pack of cigarettes from a vending machine. A car that had been 
parked near the end of the dimly lighted lot had sped away as 
they'd entered the station office. The officers had gotten only a 
glimpse of a dark green old Ford; they hadn't made out the license 
plate number but thought it might start with the letter "L." 

Colt had surrendered without a struggle, and that night at-the 
Third District Station the four eyewitnesses had picked him out of a 
lineup. Their description of the getaway car matched that of the car 
the police had seen speeding from the service station. The loot from 
the holdup, and several gas station holdups committed earlier that 
night, wasn't on Colt, but probably it was in the car. 

"Colt 7 s innocence just jumps out of the file at you, doesn't it. 
Nudge?" Hammersmith said. He was grinning a fat grin around 
the fat cigar. 

"What about the murder weapon?" "Colt was unarmed when 
we picked him up.” "Seems odd." 

"Not really," Hammersmith said. "He was planning to pay for 
the cigarettes. And maybe the gun was still too hot to touch so he 
left it in die car. Maybe it 7 s still hot; it got a lot of use for one night." 

Closing the file folder and laying it on a corner of 
Hammersmith's desk, Nudger stood up. "Thanks, Jack. I'll keep 
you tapped in if I learn anything interesting." 

"Don't bother keeping me informed on this one. Nudge. It's 
over. I don't see how even a fiancee can doubt Colt's guilt." 

Nudger shrugged, trying not to breathe too deeply in the smoke- 
hazed office. "Maybe it's an emotional thing. She flunks that because 
thought waves are tiny electrical impulses, Colt might experience 
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time warp and all sorts of grotesque thoughts when all that voltage 
shoots through him. She has bad dreams." 

"I'll bet she does," Hammersmith said. "I'll bet Colt has bad 
dreams, too. Only he deserves his. And maybe she's right" "About 
what?" 

"About all that voltage distorting thought and time. Who's to 
say?" "Not Curtis Colt," Nudger said. "Not after they throw the 
switch." "It's a nice theory, though," Hammersmith said. "I'll 
remember it. It might be a comforting thing to tell the murder victim's 
family." 

"Sometimes," Nudger said, "you think just like a cop who's 
seen too much." 

"Any of it's too much. Nudge," Hammersmith said with 
surprising sadness. He let more greenish smoke drift from his nostrils 
and the comers of his mouth; he looked like a stone Buddha seated 
behind the desk, one in which incense burned. 

Nudger coughed and said goodbye. 

"Only two eyewitnesses are needed to convict," Nudger said to 
Holly Ann the next day in her trailer, "and in this case there are 
four. None of them is at all in doubt about their identification of 
Curtis Colt as the killer. I have to be honest; it's time you should face 
the fact that Colt is guilty and that you're wasting your money on 
my services." 

“All them witnesses know what's going to happen to Curtis," 
Holly Ann said. "They'd never want to live with die notion they 
might have made a mistake, killed an innocent man, so they've got 
themselves convinced that they're positive it was Curtis they saw 
that night." 

"Your observation on human psychology .is sound," Nudger 
said, "but I don't think it will help us. The witnesses were just as 
certain three months ago at die trial. I took the time to read the court 
transcript; the jury had no choice but to find Colt guilty, and the 
evidence hasn't changed." 

Holly Ann drew her legs up and clasped her knees to her chest 
with both arms. Her litde-girl posture matched her litde-girl faith in 
her lover's innocence. She believed the white knight must arrive at 
any moment and snatch Curtis Colt from the electrical jaws of death.. 
She believed hard. Nudger could almost hear his armor clank when 
he walked. 

She wanted him to believe just as hard. "I see you need to be 
convinced of Curtis innocence," she said wistfully. There was no 
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doubt he'd forced her into some kind of comer. "If you come here 
tonight at eight, Mr. Nudger, I'll convince you." 

"How?" 

"I can't say. You'll understand why tonight." 

"Why do we have to wait till tonight?" 

"Oh, you'll see." 

Nudger looked at the waiflike creature curled in the comer of 
the sofa. He felt as if they were playing childhood guessing game 
while Curtis Colt waited his turn in the electric chair. Nudger had 
never seen an execution; he'd heard it took longer than most people 
thought for the condemned to die. His stomach actually twitched. 

"Can't we do this now with twenty questions?" he asked. 

Holly Ann shook her head. "No, Mr. Nudger." 

Nudger sighed and stood up, feeling as if he were about to 
bump his head on the trailer's low ceiling even though he was 
barely six feet tall. 

"Make sure you're on time tonight, Mr. Nudger," Holly Ann 
said as he went out the door. "It's important." 

At eight on the nose that evening Nudger was sitting at the tiny 
table in Holly Ann's kitchenette. Across from him was a thin, 
nervous man in his late twenties or early thirties, dressed in a 
longsleeved shirt despite the heat, and wearing sunglasses with 
silver mirror lenses. Holly Ann introduced the man as "Len, but 
that's not his real name," and said he was Curtis Colt's accomplice 
and the driver of their getaway car on the night of the murder. 

"But me and Curtis was nowhere near the liquor store when 
them folks got shot," Len said vehemently. 

Nudger assumed the sunglasses were so he couldn't effectively 
identify Len if it came to a showdown in court. Len had lank, dark 
brown hair that fell to below his shoulders, and when he moved his 
arm Nudger caught sight of something blue and red on his briefly 
exposed wrist. A tattoo. Which explained the longsleeved shirt. 

"You can understand why Len couldn't come forth and testify 
for Curtis in court," Holly Ann said. 

Nudger said he could understand that. Len would have had to 
incriminate himself. 

"We was way on the other side of town," Len said, "casing 
another service station, when that liquor store killing went down. 
Heck, we never help up nothing but service stations. They was our 
specialty." 

Which was true, Nudger had to admit. Colt had done time for 
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armed robbery six years ago after sticking up half a dozen service 
stations within a week. And all the other holdups he'd been tied to 
this time around were of service stations. The liquor store was 
definitely a departure in his M.O., one not noted in court during 
Curtis Coif s rush to judgment. 

"Your hair is in your favor," Nudger said to Len. 

"Huh?" 

"Your hair didn'tgrow that long in the three months since the 
liquor store killing. The witnesses described the getaway car driver 
as having shorter, curlier hair, like Colt's, and a mustache." 

Len shrugged. "I'll be honest with you-it don't help at all. Me 
and Curtis was kinda the same type. So to confuse any witnesses, 
in case we got caught, we made each other look even more alike. I'd 
tuck up my long hair and wear a wig that looked like Curtis's hair. 
My mustache was real, like Curtis's. I shaved it off a month ago. We 
did look alike at a glance; sorta like brothers." 

Nudger bought that explanation; it wasn't uncommon for a 
team of holdup men to play tricks to confuse witnesses and the 
police. Too many lawyers had gotten in the game; the robbers, like 
the cops, were taking the advice of their attorneys and thinking 
about a potential trial even before the crime was committed. 

"Is there any way, then, to prove you were across town at the 
time of the murder?" Nudger asked, looking at the two small 
Nudgers staring back at him from the mirror lenses. 

"There's just my word," Len said, rather haughtily. 

Nudger didn't bother telling him what that was worth. Why 
antagonize him? 

"I just want you to believe Curtis is innocent," Len said with 
desperation. "Because he is! And so am I!" 

And Nudger understood why Len was here, taking the risk. If 
Colt was guilty of murder, Len was guilty of being an accessory to 
the crime. Once Curtis Colt had ridden the lightning, Len would 
have hanging over him the possibility of an almost certain life 
sentence, and perhaps even his own ride on the lightning, if he 
were ever caught. Itwasn'tnecessary to actually squeeze the trigger 
to be convicted of murder. 

"I need for you to try extra hard to prove Curtis is innocent," 
Len said. His thin lips quivered; he was near tears. 

"Are you giving Holly Ann the money to pay me?" Nudger 
asked. 

"Some of it, yeah. From what Curtis and me stole. And I gave 
Curtis's share to Holly Ann, too. Me and her are fifty-fifty on this." 
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Dirty money, Nudger thought. Dirty job. Still, if Curtis Colt 
happened to be innocent, trying against the clock to prove it was a 
job that needed to be done. 

"Okay. I'll stay on the case." 

"Thanks," Len said. His narrow hand moved impulsively 
across the table and squeezed Nudger's arm in gratitude. Len had 
the look of an addict; Nudger wondered if the longsleeved shirt 
was to hide needle tracks as well as the tattoo. 

Len stood up. "Stay here with Holly Ann for ten minutes while 
I make myself scarce. I gotta know I wasn't followed. You 
understand it ain't that I don't trust you; a man in my position has 
gotta be sure, is all." 

"I understand. Go." 

Len gave a spooked smile and went out the door. Nudger heard 
his running footfalls on the gravel outside the trailer. Nudger was 
forty-three years old and ten pounds overweight; lean and speedy 
Len needed a ten minute head start like Sinatra needed singing 
lessons. 

"Is Len a user?" Nudger asked Holly Ann. 

"Sometimes. But my Curtis never touched no dope." 

"You know I have to tell the police about this conversation, 
don't you?" 

Holly Ann nodded. "That's why we arranged it this way. They 
won't be any closer to Len than before." 

"They might want to talk to you. Holly Ann." 

She shrugged. "Itdon'tmatter. I don'tknow where Len is, nor 
even his real name nor how to get in touch with him. He'll find out 
all he needs to know about Curtis by reading the papers." 

"You have a deceptively devious mind," Nudger told her, 
"considering that you look like Barbie Doll's country kid cousin." 

Holly Ann smiled, surprised and pleased. "Do you find me 
attractive, Mr. Nudger?" 

"Yes. And painfully young." 

For just a moment Nudger almost thought of Curtis Colt as a 
lucky man. Then he looked at his watch, saw that his ten minutes 
were about up, and said goodbye. If Barbie had a kid cousin, Ken 
probably had one Somewhere, too. And time was something you 
couldn't deny. Ask Curtis Colt 

"It doesn't wash with me," Hammersmith said from behind 
his desk, puffing angrily on his cigar. Angrily because it did wash 
a little bit; he didn't like the possibility, however remote, of sending 
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an innocent man to his death. That was every good homicide cop's 
nightmare." This Len character is just trying to keep himself in the 
clear on a murder charge." 

"You could read it that way," Nudger admitted. "It would help 
if you gave us a better description of Len," Hammersmith said 
gruffly, as if Nudger were to blame for Curtis Colt's accomplice still 
walking around free. 

"I gave you what I could," Nudger said. "Len didn't give me 
much to pass on. He's streetwise and scared and knows what's at 
stake." 

Hammersmith nodded, his fit of pique past. But the glint of 
weary frustration remained in his eyes. "Are you going to question 
Holly Ann?" Nudger said. "Sure, but it won't do any good. She's 
probably telling the truth. Len would figure we'd talk to her; he 
wouldn't tell her how to find him." 

"You could stake out her trailer," 

"Do you think Holly Ann and Len might be lovers?" 

"No." 

Hammersmith shook his head. "Then they'll probably never 
see each other again. Watching her trailer would be a waste of 
manpower." 

Nudger knew Hammersmith was right. He stood up to go. 

"What are you going to do now?" Hammersmith asked. 

"I'll talk to the witnesses again. I'll read the court transcript 
again. And I’d like to talk with Curtis Colt." 

"They don't allow visitors on Death Row, Nudge, only 
temporary boarders." 

"This case is an exception," Nudger said. "Will you try to 
arrange it?" 

Hammersmith chewed thoughtfully on his cigar. Since he'd 
been the officer in charge of the murder investigation, he'd been the 
one who'd nailed Curtis Colt. That carried an obligation. 

"I'll phone you soon," he said, "let you know." 

Nudger thanked Hammersmith and walked down the hall into 
the clear, breathable air of the booking area. 

That day he managed to talk again to all four eyewitnesses. 
Two of them got mad at Nudger for badgering them. They all stuck 
to their stories. Nudger reported this to Holly Ann at the Right-Steer 
Steakhouse, where she worked as a waitress. Several customers 
that afternoon got tears with their baked potatoes. 

Hammersmith phoned Nudger that evening. 

"I managed to get permission for you to talk to Colt," he said. 
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"but don't get excited. Colt won't talk to you. He won't talk to anyone, 
not even a clergyman. He'll change his mind about the clergyman, 
but not about you." 

"Did you tell him I was working for Holly Ann?" 

“I had that information conveyed to him. He wasn't impressed. 
He's one of the stoic ones on Death Row." 

Nudger's stomach kicked up, growled something that sounded 
like a hopeless obscenity. If even Curtis Colt wouldn't cooperate, 
how could he be helped? Absently Nudger peeled back the 
aluminum foil on a roll of antacid tablets and slipped two chalky 
white disks into his mouth. Hammersmith knew about his nervous 
stomach and must have heard him chomping the tablets. "Take it 
easy, Nudge. This isn't your fault." 

"Then why do I feel like it is?" 

"Because you feel too much of everything. That's why you had 
to quit the department" 

"We've got another day before the execution," Nudger said. 
"I'm going to go through it all again. I’m going to talk to each of 
those witnesses even if they try to run when they see me coming. 
Maybe somebody will say something that will let in some light." 

"There's no light out there. Nudge. You're wasting your time. 
Give up on this one and move on." 

"Not yet," Nudger said. "There's something elusive here that I 
can't quite grab." 

"And never will," Hammersmith said. "Forget it. Nudge. Live 
your life and let Curtis Colt lose his." 

Hammersmith was right. Nothing Nudger did helped Curtis 
Colt in the slightest. At eight o'clock Saturday morning, while 
Nudger was preparing breakfast in his apartment, Colt was put to 
death in the electric chair. He'd offered no last words before two 
thousand volts had turned him from something into nothing. 

Nudger heard the news of Colt's death on his kitchen radio. He 
went ahead and ate his eggs, but he skipped the toast. 

That afternoon he consoled a numbed and frequently sobbing 
Holly Ann and apologized for being powerless to stop her true 
love's execution. She was polite, trying to be brave. She preferred to 
suffer alone. Her boss at the Right-Steer gave her the rest of the day 
off, and Nudger drove her home. 

Nudger slept a total of four hours during the next two nights. 
On Monday, he felt compelled to attend Curtis Colt's funeral. There 
were about a dozen people clustered around the grave, including 
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the state-appointed clergyman and pall-bearers. Nudger stood off 
to one side during the brief service. Holly Ann, looking like a child 
playing dress-up in black, stood well off to the other side. They 
didn't exchange words, only glances. 

As the coffin was lowered into the earth, Nudger watched Holly 
Ann walk to where a taxi was waiting by a weathered stone angel. 
The cab wound its way slowly along the snaking narrow cemetery 
road to tall iron gates and the busy street. Holly Ann never looked 
back. 

That night Nudger realized what was bothering him, and for 
the first time since Curtis Colt's death, he slept well. 

In the morning he began watching Holly Ann's trailer. 

At seven-thirty she emerged, dressed in hei yellow waitress 
uniform, and got into another taxi. Nudger followed in his battered 
Volkswagen Beetle as the cab drove her the four miles to her job at 
the Right-Steer Steakhouse. She didn't look around as she paid the 
driver and walked inside through the molded plastic Old-West- 
saloon swinging doors. 

At six that evening another cab drove her home, making a brief 
stop at a grocery store. 

It went thatway for the rest of the week, trailer to work to trailer. 
Holly Ann had no visitors other than the plain brown paper bag 
she took home every night. 

The temperature got up to around ninety-five and the humidity 
rose right along with it. It was one of St Louis's legendary summer 
heat waves. Sitting melting in the Volkswagen, Nudger wondered 
if what he was doing was really worthwhile. Curtis Colt was, after 
all, dead, and had never been his client. Still, there were 
responsibilities that went beyond the job. Or perhaps they were 
actually the essence of the job. 

The next Monday, after Holly Ann had left for work, Nudger 
used his Visa card to slip the flimsy lock on her trailer door, and let 
himself in. 

It took him over an hour to find what he was searching for. It 
had been well hidden, in a cardboard box inside the access panel to 
the bathroom plumbing. After looking at the box's contents-almost 
seven hundred d ollars in loot from Curtis Colt's brief life of crime, 
and another object Nudger wasn'tsurprised to see-Nudger resealed 
the box and replaced the access panel. 

He continued to watch and follow Holly Ann, more confident 


now. 
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Two weeks after the funeral, when she left work one evening, 
she didn't go home. 

Instead her taxi turned the opposite way and drove east on 
Watson Road. Nudger followed the cab along a series of side streets 
in South St. Louis, then part way down a dead-end alley to a large 
garage, above the door of which was lettered "Clifford's Auto Body." 

Nudger backed out quickly onto the street, then parked the 
Volkswagen near the mouth of the alley. A few minutes later the cab 
drove by withouta passenger. Within ten minutes. Holly Ann drove 
past in a shiny red Ford. Its license plate number began with an L. 

When Nudger reached Placid Cove Trailer Park, he saw the 
Ford nosed in next to Holly Ann's trailer. 

On the way to the trailer door, he paused and scratched the 
Ford's hood with a key. Even in the lowering evening light he could 
see that beneath the new red paint the car's color was dark green. 

Holly Ann answered the door right away when he knocked. 
She tried a smile when she saw it Was him, but she couldn't quite 
manage her facial muscles, as if they'd become rigid and 
uncoordinated. She appeared ten years older. The little-girl look 
had deserted her; now she was an emaciated, grief-eroded woman, 
a country Barbie doll whose features some evil child had lined with 
dark crayon. The shaded crescents beneath her eyes completely 
took away their innocence. She was holding a glass that had once 
been a jelly jar. In it were two fingers of a clear liquid. Behind her on 
the table was a crumpled brown paper bag and a half-empty bottle 
of gin. 

"I figured it out," Nudger told her. 

Now she did smile, but it was fleeting, a sickly bluish shadow 
crossing her taut features. "You're like a dog with a rag, Mr. Nudger. 
You surely don't know when to let go." She stepped back and he 
followed her into the trailer. It was warm in there; something was 
wrong with the air conditioner. "Hot as hell, ain't it," Holly Ann 
commented. Nudger thought that was apropos. 

He sat down across from her at the tiny Formica table, just as he 
and Len had sat facing each of her two weeks ago. She offered him 
a drink. He declined. She downed the contents of the jelly jar glass 
and poured herself smother, clumsily striking the neck of the bottle 
on the glass. It made a sharp, flinty sound, as if sparks might fly. 

"Now, whaf s this you've got figured out, Mr. Nudger?" She 
didn't want to, but she had to hear it. Had to share it. 

"It's almost four miles to the Right-Steer Steakhouse," Nudger 
told her. "The waitresses there make little more than minimum wage. 



BEST OF DETECTIVE STORIES 


351 


so cab fare to and from work has to eat a big hole in your salary. But 
then you seem to go everywhere by cab." 

"My car's been in the shop." 

"I figured it might be, after I found die money and the wig." 

She bowed her head slightly and took a sip of gin. "Wig?" 

"In the cardboard box inside the bathroom wall." 

"You been snooping, Mr. Nudger." There was more resignation 
than outrage in her voice. 

"You're sort of skinny, butnota short girl," Nudger went on. 
"With a dark curly wig and a fake mustache, sitting in a car, you'd 
resemble Curtis Colt enough to fool a dozen eyewitnesses who just 
caught a glimpse of you. It was a smart precaution for the two of 
you to take." 

Holly Ann looked astounded. 

"Are you saying I was driving the getaway car at the liquor 
store holdup?" 

'Maybe. Then maybe you hired someone to play Len and 
convince me he was Colt's accomplice and that they were far away 
from the murder scene when the trigger was pulled. After I found 
the wig, talked to some of your neighbors, who told me that until 
recently you'd driven a green Ford sedan," 

Holly Ann ran her tongue along the edges of her protruding 
teeth. 

"So Curtis and Len used my car for their holdups." 

"I doubt if Len ever met Curtis. He's somebody you paid in 
stolen money or drugs to sit there where you're sitting now and lie 
tome." 

"If I was driving that getaway car, Mr. Nudger, and knew Curtis 
was guilty, why would I have hired a private investigator to try to 
find a hole in the eyewitnesses' stories?" 

"That's what bothered me at first" Nudger said, "until I realized 
you weren't interested in clearing Curtis. What you were really 
worried about was Curtis Colt talking in prison. You didn't want 
those witnesses' stories changed, you wanted them verified. And 
you wanted the police to learn about not-his-right-name Len." 

Holly Ann raised her head to look directly at him with eyes that 
begged and dreaded. She asked simply, "Why would I want that?" 

"Because you were Curtis Colt’s accomplice in all of his 
robberies. And when you hit the liquor store, he stayed in tire car to 
drive. You fired the shot that killed the old woman. He was the one 
who fired the wild shot from the speeding car. Colt kept quiet about 
it because he loved you. He never talked, not to the police, not to his 
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lawyer, not even to a priest. Now that he's dead you can trust him 
forever, but I have a feeling you could have anyway. He loved you 
more than you loved him, and you'll have to live knowing he didn't 
deserve to die." 

She looked down into her glass as if for answers and didn't say 
anything for a long time. Nudger felta bead of perspiration trickle 
crazily down the back of his neck. Then she said," I didn't want to 
shoot that old man, but he didn't leave me no choice. Then the old 
woman came to me." She looked up at Nudger and smiled ever so 
slightly. It was a smile Nudger hadn't seen on her before, one he 
didn'tlike. "God help me, Mr. Nudger, I can't quit thinking about 
shooting that old woman." 

"You murdered her," Nudger said, "and you murdered Curtis 
Colt by keeping silent and letting him die for you." 

"You can't prove nothing," Holly Ann said, still with her 
ancient-eyed, eerie smile that had nothing to do with amusement. 

"You're right," Nudger told her, "I can't. But I dori t think legally 
proving it is necessary. Holly Ann. You said it thoughts are actually 
tiny electrical impulses in tire brain. Curtis Colt rode the lightning 
all at once. With you, it will take years, but the destination is the 
same. I think you'll come to agree that his way was easier." 

She sat very still. She didn't answer. Wasn't going to. 

Nudger stood up and wiped his damp forehead with the back 
of his hand. He felt sticky, dirty, confined by the low ceiling and 
near walls of the tiny, stifling trailer. He had to get out of there to 
escape the sensation of being trapped. 

He didn't say goodbye to Holly Ann when he walked out She 
didn't say goodbye to him. The last sound Nudger heard as he left 
the trailer was the clink of the bottle on the glass 
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